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	1. Hired

**SpartaLazor : Well, here's the first chapter of Dejae's and my co-op. Dejae writes for Kiera's POV, and I write Treys. Hope you enjoy.**

_Chapter One: Hired_

***Trey's POV***

"What is this?"

"Take a guess."

I stared down at the disassembled metal mess on the gray workbench in front of me. It was a gun, that much I knew, but what type of gun I had no idea. "Um...a pistol?"

Jakob sighed, and turned back to the computer on the counter. "Yeah, but what kind?"

"Um...9mm?"

We were in our little gun shop, Gun Runners, which rested in a small town right outside of a much larger city of New Pheonix. We sold guns here, obviously, and some attachments and other assorted modifications. On the exterior, we looked completely legit. But, there was more then meets the eyes.

Once again, Jakob released a disappointed sigh, and smacked the counter. "You're an idiot, Trey," he told me. "That's an M6C."

I folded my arms. "How was I supposed to know?" I asked in defense. "You took it apart. I can't tell."

He stood up from his old wooden stool, and walked over. After inspecting a single piece of the gun, he shrugged. "It's written right here on the side of the gun." He tossed the piece back to me.

I took the piece, which was the slide, and inspected the writing on the side. "Hmph. So it does," I said, and then dropped the piece back onto the work table. "And what makes that important?"

Jakob rolled his eyes. "We work in a gun shop. If you want to be successful, then you need to know a little something about guns." He gestured to the pile of shining silver parts on the table. "Clean it, and put it back together."

I glanced down at the hopeless myriad of pieces. There was no way I could put it back together. I had trouble putting a silencer on a rifle, which is far easier than making a pistol. "Can I get some sort of diagram or drawing? Something that tells me how?"

"You need to figure it out on you own, Trey," Jakob said, patting my shoulder. "What if the Covenant were invading, and you needed an M6C to safe your life?"

Pointing over to a rack of seven M6C's, I said, "I'd take one of those."

"And if they were there?"

"Then I'd go for a M90." I pointed to the rack on the other side of the room.

"And if there weren't any guns around but the disassembled one in front of you?"

I shrugged. "Then I'd be screwed."

Before Jakob could make a comment, the door opened and a man wearing an expensive black suit entered. He looked around, and purused the weapons that were displayed. We were only allowed to sell weapons that the UNSC had permitted, which wasn't an impressive selection. M90's were the most powerful thing we had.

"Can I help you, sir?" Jakob asked, abandoning my side and walking over to the man. "Do you have anything particular in mind?"

"Indeed I am," the man replied, his voice thick with a southern accent. "But, I don't see it in here..."

"Might I ask what it is? We might have it in the back." Jakob was desperate for customers. Several others had the exact same set up as us, but they actually had permits from the UNSC to sell the good stuff, such as SRS's, BR55's, M932's, and all that. We sold those on the down low. Illeagally.

The man tugged at his jacket. "Well, I'm actually hunting down an M6 Grindell Galilien Non-Linear Rifle. You wouldn't happen to have one of those? I'm willing to pay twice the asking price."

Jakob did the mental math. "Yeah, I think we actually have a Spartan Laser in the back." He turned to me. "We have one, right?"

I thought back for a second. "We have three, but Wheeler already has a claim on one of them, and the another needs to be fixed, but the last one's fine."

"Excellent," the man said, in a somewhat omnious tone. "And may I see you USNC permit to sell them?"

Jackob bit his lip. "We...um...left it at home?"

"So you don't have one?"

Mentally cursing, Jakob was quick to respond. "The thing is, we're not exactly big fans of the UNSC. If you don't tell anyone, anything you want in the store is yours for free."

The man shook his head. "No no. This worked out much better than I thought it would. I never thought I would find some fellow Insurrectionists that can supply our branch in New Pheonix with some weapons."

We weren't with the Insurrection. Jakob and I both hated the UNSC, since they simply abandoned our families on Reach. They didn't care about them at all.

"So, man, what do you say," the man asked, holding his hand out to Jakob. "Will you be willing to supply us with the weapons we need, for a better cause?"

Jakob didn't even need to think on that one. He almost immediantly shook the man's hand. "We have a deal," he said. "We have almost everything the UNSC has, and some that they don't."

The man raised his eyebrows. "I assume that you're talking about..."

Nodding, Jakob went over to the wall behind counter, and tapped in a code on the seemingly out-of-place keypad there. After a couple of seconds, the doors slid open, revealing a room with several rows of weapons. Our finest wares.

Covenant Carbines lined the walls on rackes, alongside an occasional Beam Rifle, Focus Rifle, and Needle Rifle. Plasma Pistols filled three crates in the corner, with Plasma Rifles and Plasma Repeaters lined up side by side on the table in the middle. Spikers and Maulers occupied the shelves on the far side. A sole Brute Shot sat amongst them.

The smile on the man's face suddenly widened. "That's exactly what I needed to see."

I watched the whole thing. Jakob was acting unnormal. He never even made deals with someone that he didn't know. But yet he jumped the gun here. The man cast a quick look over his shoulder out the window.

I followed his line of sight, and saw three Warthogs pull up. Two were the troop-transport kind, with the room for soldiers in the back. The other was mounted with a machine gun, which was manned by a female Marine.

Armed Marines jumped from their vehicles, and made their way over to the front of the shop. "Jake," I said, as my heart raced. We were busted.

"What?" He didn't even know what was going on. He was too busy inspecting the alien weapons.

The man in the suit smiled. "Game's over," he simply commented, as the Marines burst into the building, weapons raised at Jakob and I. "You lose."

"Wha...?" Jakob asked, before a Marine shoved his rifle into his face, and another grabbed his arms and slapped handcuffs on them. "What is this?"

The man chuckled. "I am Colonel August Roberston," he said. The Colonel folded his hands behind his back and continued. "I'm with the UNSCDI; the United Nations Space Command Department of Investigation," he clarified. "We recieved some information about you little shop from one of our undercover agents, and we're here to bring it down."

A tall, muscular Marine grabbed my arm and pinned it behind my back. I didn't resist, mainly because of the BR55 aimed right at my head. Once he locked the cuffs on me, the Marine grabbed my arm and pulled me over to the Colonel alongside Jakob.

"Mr. Barnes," the Colonel said to Jakob, looking at me in disbelief, "I still find it rather...unfather-like to drag your son into this illegal buisness. Certainly, you ran the risk of him getting arrested. And that's exactly what happened."

I rolled my eyes. If he thought that was unfather-like, he should've been there when I was out in space, salvaging the illeagal weapons from wrecked UNSC ships. That was far more risky.

"Sergeant, I want the building searched and cleared," the Colonel ordered. "If anything other than this stash is found, report to me."

"Yes sir," the sergeant replied, and rounded up her troops for the search.

The Colonel motioned to the Marine guarding me. "Take him out to the hog while we question Mr. Barnes here. We need to see if their stories match."

I began to mentally question his words, since it's hard to lie about the Covenant weapons in your store, that you purposely displayed. The Marine shoved me out the door, and up against the Warthog. The woman on the machine gun of the third Warthog glanced down in my direction, and swung the giant gun over towards me, to deter any thoughts of escape.

"What's going on, Trey?" a new voice asked.

I groaned. Of course. She would have to come now. "Oh...hi Lindsey," I said, shifting my hands that were bound by the cuffs. "What's up?" I asked, trying to act casual.

Lindsey Concorde was the same age as I was, seventeen, and arguably the prettiest girl in the whole city, on my standards. All of my friends had a pool going of how long it was going to take for me to ask her out. So far, it had been over three years since they started, and the total winnings were reaching around 300.

She blinked, and then brushed a lock of bright red hair out of her face with her free hand. In her other hand, there were a stack of the three video games she was coming to give to me. Her blue eyes stared into mine. "What's going on? There's Marines, and Warthogs, and...are you handcuffed?"

"Oh, these?" I asked, moving my hands off to the side of by back so she could see the cuffs. "Nothing more than a fashion statement." For some odd reason, whenever I was in a stressful situation, I seemed to become somewhat of an ass.

Lindsey sighed. "I'm being serious. What the hell is going on here? Did you kill someone?"

"Ah," the Colonel said as he exited our shop, done with questioning Jakob. "Young miss, are you aquanited with our prisoner here?"

"Prisoner?" Lindsey echoed, turning to the Colonel. "Why is he a prisoner?"

"Classified," the Colonel simply replied. "But, if he doesn't give me a full confession, then I might have to interview you for some information."

"Don't bother," I said. "She wouldn't know anything about what you want to know."

"Well then," he Colonel stared as Lindsey. "I'm afraid that you'll have to leave, miss. I don't want to have to arrest you for interfering with a military operation."

"Um..." Lindsey turned and ran back the way she came, hightailing it back to her mother. Even though she was a nice girl, she was still too dependant on her mother for everything.

"So kid," the Colonel said to me. "Is Mr. Barnes your biological father?"

"No."

"Then were are your biological parents?"

"My mother's still on Reach, probably still stuck in the wall with the Brute spikes holding her there. My dad's in Reach's orbit, if his body hasn't fallen to the planet yet."

"So they're dead?"

"Duh."

The Colonel rubbed his chin. "Well, you don't seem to sad about that."

I shook my head. "Why should I? They always treated me like shit, and if the Covenant hadn't killed them, then I would've."

"Moving on then," the Colonel said, pacing back and forth on the side walk. The Marine on the gun swung it around at the crowd forming to discourage them from watching. "Did Mr. Barnes make you actually go out on spacewalks to recover the weapons?"

"He didn't make me," I told him. "I wanted to do that. It was fun being out among the stars, being weightless, being a mere speck in the massive galaxy…have you ever been out in space?"

"I've been on ships," the Colonel replied. "Not on a spacewalk."

"Try it sometime, it'll life changing."

The Colonel tugged at his collar, and the pointed to the back of the troop-transport Warthog. "Get in and get comfortable. It's a long ride to Kepler Base."

With the help of the Marine, I climbed into the back, and sat on the seat closest to the back, and waited. A moment later, Jakob was escorted out by two other Marines, and they forced him into the other troop-transport Warthog.

The Colonel jumped in the back of my Warthog, while another Marine climbed into the driver's seat. "Take us to base, Hill," he ordered. "And tell them that we have accomplished the mission."

"Yes sir," he replied, and started the Warthog. We pulled away, with Jakob's Warthog following behind.

"Now," the Colonel said, looking back at me. "To finish questioning, have you ever come across any UNSC classified information in terminals or the like?"

"No," I answered. "Most of the time, the computers are completely ruined, or locked. We can't get in to them; we've tried."

"I see…" There was a silence between the two of us, and the only sound was the wind rippling by as we sped down the road. Scenery flashed by, blurring together from the high speed. Suddenly, there was a beeping heard over the wind.

"Excuse me," the Colonel said, reaching into his suit pocket. He pulled out his phone, and then pressed the button to answer it. "Hello? Yes." There was a pause, and I strained my ears to over hear the conversation over the phone, but the wind prevented it. "You want my prisoners for what? That's not possible. I need to know why you want them. I'm not just going to hand them over to…ONI's orders?" The Colonel sighed. "Fine." He hung up and shoved the phone into his pocket.

"What's up?" I asked, completely aware that I was out of place in asking.

"You got lucky, kid," the Colonel replied, moving over towards the driver seat. "Get the base on the line, and tell them to prep a Falcon for our guests. They're to be transported to the Nassau Station in the Bahamas."

"Sweet," I muttered. "I get arrested and I get to go on vacation."

* * *

><p><strong>*Kiera's POV*<strong>

I leaned back and closed my eyes, letting Sarah drive the warthog down the road. The Bahamas wasn't huge compared to some of the places Sarah and my mother had visited, but I figured I've seen it all on Reach before the Covenant came in and destroyed everything.

Reach.

It was our first home-Sarah's and mine. Sarah is my mother. She was a Longsword fighter pilot during the Fall, but we managed to escape on a ship just as the Covenant came. Knowing what would come after, Sarah took me to Earth; we've lived here ever since.

"Kiera, what else do we have to do today?"

Opening my eyes, I glanced at Sarah. Her long dark brown hair was tied back, and hazel eyes covered by a pair of sunglasses. Her pale skin matched mine, with her black tank top fluttering in the wind.

"Kiera?" She met my gaze before taking a hand off the steering wheel to adjust her sunglasses. Despite how I always told her that these things have autopilot, she always chooses to drive.

"Not that I can think of," I replied, and turned back to look out the open side. Scenery flashed passed as the warthog sped up towards the Nassau Station. I could see it from where we were on the road.

"You packed everything, right?"

"Yes, Sarah. Like you told me the first time." I slyly looked back again at my mother. Her lips were pursed and brow furrowed. I smiled, knowing I annoyed her by using her first name.

"Would you not call me that?" She sighed, sounding tired.

"Could you please tell me what the hell we're doing?"

Sarah looked at me before returning her gaze to the road. "I suppose I owe you that much."

"You suppose?" I laughed. "You tell me to pack my things because some guy whose name is Brian has a job for you."

"And you," she added before smiling. "We can actually call him right now. You can personally ask him yourself about what kind of job this is."

Sarah reached forward with her left hand-keeping her right hand on the wheel, and grabbed her tablet, tapping buttons that popped up.

Mumbling I said: "There's autopilot …" but she ignored me and continued on.

Finally, a call connected, and a man's face appeared on the screen with a ring. I didn't recognize him, and began wondering where my mother met him until the screen wavered as the call connected.

"Brian, hello. It's Sarah Free calling."

Static greeted her before a deep voice responded. "Sarah! You sound well. Are you on your way to the Nassau station?"

"We can see it now."

"Good, good …" More static. "Did your daughter decide to come along as well?"

"I didn't have much of a choice," I spoke up, expressing my irritation.

The man-Brian-laughed for a few seconds. "That's your mother for you; she doesn't take no for an answer."

"I think my way works pretty well." Sarah commented, before laughing herself.

"It made you a damn good pilot, that's for sure. You always seemed to have beaten the odds that way."

I saw my mother smile. She became serious, and asked quietly. "What's the job, Brian? We left a lot, so it better be good."

"Oh, it is." More static before it cleared away. "I can't brief you like this, so you'll have to wait until you arrive at the Nassau Station in orbit. From there, we'll get things squared away and you can meet your partners for this mission."

My mother must have sensed what I thought. "Partners?" She voiced out loud in a faint whisper. She cleared her throat. "Brian," she began. "I'm sorry, but from what I understand, it was just to be myself and Kiera on this mission."

"Section 3 denied the request. The main members thought it would be more suitable for a team of four to complete the mission."

"Four would mean more of a risk to the main objective of the mission." Sarah said. She was annoyed, that much I gained from listening so far.

"I'm aware, Sarah, but in this case, four would be much more … acceptable. This mission cannot fail. This would be possibly one of your most dangerous and long missions." Brian replied in a matter-of-fact tone.

I rolled my eyes, and sighed. "Sarah, let it go. If the big ONI man says that four's the number, then we'll take it. The extra help may be needed."

"Your daughter has some sense." Brian added. There were some sounds in the background from Brian's line, and a jumbled voice spoke. I couldn't make out the words that were being said.

"Listen, Sarah." Brian came back on the phone. "I've got to go. Your partners for the mission have arrived, and I must go meet them. Are far are you away from the station?"

"Just coming up to the Orbital Lift now." Sarah turned down the road, and stopped outside the gate to be inspected by soldiers. "We'll see you soon."

"Yes. I think you'll be more than pleased with the prospects of this mission. I can promise you that."

And with a click, the phone call ended.

"Good day to you, ma'am. ID please." A marine walked up to our vehicle, and stood on the driver side. I saw he had a MA5B and a kukri on him with no other visible weapons amongst his gear.

Sarah reached into the back, and grabbed her bag. Pulling it to the front, she rummaged through it and pulled out a small, but thick stack of papers pinned together. After the marine read through them all and scanned them to confirm their validity, he motioned the rest of the security group forward and they did a thorough sweep of the warthog before finally confirming they can go forward.

The gate slide open, and Sarah pulled up to a parking lot after the marine directed us where to go. Sarah parked the warthog in the very back corner of the long-term guest parking lot, making me glare at her in annoyance because of the distance. She ignored me, and got out of the driver's seat. We grabbed the gear in silence, and walked into the station.

It was like a hotel lobby. Red benches and couches lined the tan walls, which circled around to a front desk where two women sat working, and another stood behind them on the phone. There were five doors, one guarded by two marines and the rest left alone.

I know Sarah was taking in everything just as I was. As she stopped to look at stuff on her tablet, I focused on my attention on the guarded doors. They were large and had a metallic sheen to them. Two circle windows were on the top, allowing me a small field of view down past the doors. I guessed that the orbital lift was that way.

I made eye contact with one of the guards. He looked to be young, maybe in early to mid-twenties. As soon as he saw I was looking at him, he averted his gaze to somewhere else in the room.

Sarah elbowed my side, and nudged me forward. As she walked forward, we approached the desk as the woman standing finished on the phone.

"Hello-" My mother began until she was cut off by the woman. She was a blonde, her hair neatly pinned back. Her navy blue uniform seemed to be too tight for her frame, as she bent down, she sucked in tightly and held her breath. Her nametag was gold and stood out the most. It read 'Anna'.

She typed information in a hurried manner, before finally straightening up, and smiling at us. "Hello there. How may I be of service to you?"

My mother stepped forward, and set a duffel bag on the ground in front of the desk. "We received orders from Lieutenant Colonel Brian Mowry to arrive on the Nassau Space Station at approximately 16:00 for a top priority mission from ONI." Sarah handed the papers to the women, along with some more information on her tablet.

The secretary frowned as she looked at the papers. She slowly shuffled them through her gaze as if each word was worth savouring.

"I should also add, that Lieutenant Colonel Mowry almost meant that it would be without delay."

I hid a smile as my mother said that, because the secretary looked up at her with an irritated look upon her features. As it tugged at the corners of my mouth, my mother smiled politely at her. "I apologize for my rudeness, but any delay would be … unwanted."

The woman said nothing, and quietly piled the papers back in their original order, set them on Sarah's tablet, and gave it back to her. She looked around the room, and motioned at the guard I was staring at earlier.

He stepped forward until he arrived at the desk, and stood by my side. I heard his gear move when he stood at attention. "Yes ma'am?" He asked.

"Private Eric Millers. Escort these two up the orbital lift and to Nassau station. Ensure that they reach their destination of C-Wing, room 023. Once you've succeeded, you will remain there until they are sent out on their mission. I will have a replacement for you current position until then."

I didn't know if he seemed relieved, but his shoulders dropped slightly, but his facial expression remained the same. "Yes ma'am." With an 90 degree turn to the right, he faced the door. He looked to me, then me mother, and opened his mouth to say something before my mother cut him off.

"This way, I presume?" Sarah smiled at him, and hefted her gear up before striding to the doors where the other guard stood.

Private Millers squinted at her, causing me to laugh. "Don't worry, Private Millers," I reassured him. "She's always like that. We better hurry up, or she'll leave without us."

xXx

The ride up was uneventful, and the check-in on the platform was more tedious than the last. I couldn't blame security, though. Past events on Earth made it all the more needed.

Private Millers stood with us outside our room, detailing our schedule for the evening. I didn't think it was necessary, and I'm sure Sarah agreed, but Private Millers seemed to think so.

"Between 17:00 and 19:00, supper is available to all civilian personal in the C-wing dining hall, located to the left from the entrance."

"Thank-you Private Millers. I think we'll be good anyways. Brian is supposed to meet us soon anyways."

Millers frowned at the use of Lieutenant Colonel Mowry's first name, but simply gave a curt nod of the head, ending his lecture. "I'll be in the room next door if you need me. I am to escort you to dinner if you wish to go. Is there anything else you need?"

"No, Millers. We will be good to go." Sarah nodded back at him, before turning to open the door with our new security clearance card.

The Private turned to look at me, his dark eyes piercing mine. "And anything for you?"

I smiled. "No thank-you. We will be fine."

He stared at me for a moment, before giving a small salute and walking off to his room. I followed my mother into our room, and sat down on one twin bed.

The room had grey walls decorated with a few pictures and paintings. It wasn't overly huge, but it wasn't small either. Two twin beds-one being mine-rested their headboards against the left wall, with about a four foot gap in between. A small night side table sat there. Directly opposite of it, was a TV stand with a medium sized TV on it. One wardrobe stood a bit off from that, then the door to the bathroom was beside that.

"Cozy for a space station, eh?"

I snapped out of my wandering gaze and stood to face where Sarah's voice was emanating. She walked out of the bathroom, and looked around the room. I nodded, and fell onto the bed, feeling tired and hungry.

Sarah walked to her own bed, and sat down on it too, smoothing out a crinkle in the blankets. "Take a nap if you want. I think I'm going to get changed into something more suitable." With that being said, she leaned down and retrieved her one duffel bag of clothes. Digging through it, she held up her old pilot uniform.

I rolled onto my side, and watched her give it a once-over. "You look good in that," I commented thoughtfully. I knew it would make her happy.

And it did. "Thank-you, Kiera." She smiled at it, lost in thought. Sarah stood up, and walked to the bathroom to change. "So what will you do while we wait?" She closed the door, causing her voice to muffle. "You can go over our gear and make sure we have everything. Some of the details Brian sent me beforehand are on my tablet if-"

I scrambled to my feet, the tiredness gone. "No thanks, Sarah. I think I'll go walk around outside for a bit. See what else this space station has to offer."

"Are you sure? You wanted to know-"

"Yes, I know I wanted to know earlier." I huffed out. Pulling my long brown hair back into a ponytail, I determined that I looked decent enough to be seen. I took the card Sarah had from her when she came out of the bathroom, and left the room.

The hallways were empty. I walked around until I found myself at the entrance. Remembering Private Miller's words about the cafeteria, I turned to the left I saw the cafeteria further down.

Just as I went to walk down, I heard a voice behind me. "What is a little girl doing here?"

Turning around, masking the small spike of anger behind an expressionless face, I turned and saw two marines behind me. One was an older fellow, and the other looked a bit younger than him. Tattoos decorated each of their arms, and on the older fellow's case, tattoos along his neck too.

The older fellow laughed, and pushed his friend forward. He jabbed his remark at me: "I said, what, is a little girl doing here?"

I blinked slowly, ignoring his words. I turned around and walked to the cafeteria. Cooks in the kitchen were starting to prepare food, so I went to a table, sat down, and I observed my surroundings.

The cafeteria was basically empty, save for five people. A group of three laughed and chatted amongst themselves. They appeared to be cleaning staff, or other a similar thing.

The other group consisted a man and a teenager. Father and son, perhaps? They sat the farthest away, in a corner, and talked to each other in a quiet tone. I closely examined the father, then I examined the father. I couldn't exactly see a strong resemblance, but enough to understand that there is a possibility of a family-relationship.

They got up, and cleaned off their table of garbage, and walked to leave in the direction I came.

The two marines I had the pleasure of meeting earlier walked past my table, and grinned in my direction. I continued to ignore them, and watched the father and son leave.

A loud clap interrupted my thoughts, and I flinched in direction of the noise. The older marine stood laughing, along with his friend. He mouthed "_Little girl"_ then walked away to go get food the cooks started dishing out.

"I am not a little girl! I'm 17, damn it!" I yelled at them. "That much I can promise you, idiots."

The younger marine stopped, and narrowed his eyes at me. The older marine stopped laughing, but smile still played on his features. The group of three stopped talking and glanced hesitantly in my direction.

The son out of the father-son pair stopped. And he smiled at me. "The lady doth protest too much, methinks."

I glared at him, and he only winked, before being ushered out by his father. The younger marine shrugged and pushed his friend in the direction of the group of three. One of the ladies who sat there poked him, and then pointed in my direction. The older marine shrugged, and they all laughed; probably at his friend's antics.

I propelled myself away from the cafeteria, already the tiredness starting to come back. I was beginning to hate myself for agreeing to this.

**Dejae: Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed it. [Insert Joke Here] See you by the next chapter!**


	2. The Mission

_Chapter Two: The Mission_

***Trey's POV***

I flopped down on the bed, releasing a tired sigh. ONI had sent us up to the Nassau station, where we were to await further instructions. There was absolutely nothing that a seventeen year old could do here, other than screw around with the porn-filled public terminal. And trust me, I don't do that kind of thing.

Jakob went over to the closet, and slid the door open. "I can understand that you're bored, Trey," he said, "but keep in mind that you're lucky that we're not in the slammer right now. ONI must really need someone to do whatever it is they wanted, or they wouldn't have come to us."

"I might be able to understand why they want you, but why the hell would they want me?" I asked, kicking off my shoes. With let another swift kick, I knocked them to the floor. "You're good with guns, I'm good with video games. So, unless its some high-tech virtual FPS, then I have no reason to be here."

"Oh come on," he insisted, looking down at his stained T-Shirt and frowning. He pulled a polo shirt from the closet, and a clean pair of pants, and headed toward the bathroom. "Where's your sense of adventure? Think about it. You get to tell all the girls that you were actually on a classified ONI job."

"Dude, the keyword was _classified_," I muttered, propping my feet up on the folded blankets at the edge of the bed. "They most likely wouldn't believe me if I simply said that I worked a short amount of time for ONI, and then things went back to normal."

"I'm sure that Lindsey would believe you, and she's the one you like right?" he asked from the bathroom. Honestly, I don't know why he was changing in the bathroom, I had seen him in the nude several times. For the record, not gay. Our freighter had a small row of cyro-tubes, which we used when in slipspace. They were several hundred years old, so if we actually had clothes on when we used them, they were frozen to our skin. That's not comfortable.

"Only a little bit," I replied, reaching over for the TV remote. It was among the few things that I could do, and I figured that there would be way too many UNSC and ONI propaganda commercials. After we won the war sometime last year, the UNSC was using that as a means to gain new recruits. ONI was planning some sort of secret project, like always. Rumors claimed that it might actually be a new Spartan project.

Jakob re-entered the room, with his new clothes on. For the first time in a long time, he actually seemed like he was dressed nice. "Get ready, we have to meet this official for the briefing, or whatever." He tossed his old clothes into a hamper, and snatched the remote from my hand. "Put some clean clothes on, Trey."

I sighed and stood up, only to have Jakob take my spot. "Yes, father," I replied, with the most sarcastic tone I had. One disadvantage to being a somewhat smaller than average seventeen-year-old on an ONI space station: the clothes I had felt like they were designed for Spartans. I took a simple gray polo shirt, and a pair of blue jeans.

Unlike Jakob, I simply removed my shirt where I stood, and pulled the gray polo over my head. The short sleeves reached down to my elbows, making me feel somewhat small. The blue jeans were worse. I couldn't keep them on without a belt, with the UNSC doesn't seem to provide. Muttering some curses to them, I began searching for anything that would hold my pants up.

Jakob found this highly amusing. He was laughing as I struggled to keep my jeans on, and fumbled around in them. Eventually, several minutes later, I found a small coil of rope in the closet. Don't ask me why there was rope on a space station, it was there, so I used it. Once the jeans were secure, I had to roll up the legs so I would be able to walk without tripping over myself every five seconds. The long polo covered went down roughly half of my thigh, so it covered up the sloppy belt.

"There, I'm ready," I said, slipping into my shoes.

"Well then, come on Huckleberry Finn," Jakob joked, as he got up from the bed. "We've got a job to do, and some money to possibly earn."

Once again with the whole money thing. "Is that all you think about? Money?"

"Not really, but it's pretty high up there."

I sighed, and headed for the door. Mashing down on the glowing green button, the door slid open. "Well then, let's go find this ONI dude, and find out what we need to do."

"His office is conveniently on the whole other side of the station," Jakob told me, as he slid his hand into his pocket for our room key card. When we were outside, he slid it through the machine, which locked the door. "Fortunately, the Nassau isn't as big as most of the other stations, so it shouldn't take us more than fifteen minutes to get there."

"And I assume that you know the office number? I don't want to be stuck wandering around for hours like last time."

He instantly frowned. "That was different. We were going to get some of our supplies that were shipped in from Mars, not being enlisted in an ONI assignment."

I folded my arms. "So? We were still hopelessly lost and caught by the ODST's after hours, and they thought we were breaking in. That was the first time we were arrested."

Jakob shrugged. "Maybe, but we got everything cleared up the next day didn't we?" He was leading, and decided to take a shortcut through the mess hall. We had eaten here less than an hour ago, and the girl that had caused the uproar was still there.

"So," I asked, somewhat casually and somewhat awkwardly, "what do you think the spooks want us for? Perhaps for some of their sick experiments? Maybe we'll walk outta here Spartans."

"Don't get your hopes up," Jakob said. "And besides, why do we even need Spartans anymore? The War is over, the Insurrection hasn't launched any major campaigns yet, and there's almost no problems between colonies anymore."

"If you think about it, we really ought to thank the Covenant," I commented. "They brought humanity together."

He scoffed. "The surviving 13% of it." I assumed that it was a rough estimate. He wouldn't know the exact percentage, since the UNSC was yet to release the statistics. It was unlikely they ever would. However, it had to be close. We had lost 23 billion humans over the past three decades.

"Anyway, we're probably just going to do something simple, like find some lost ONI tech," Jakob said, switching back over to our old topic of conversation. "We salvage wrecked ships, so it might actually make some sense."

"It's ONI," I reminded him. "They never make sense."

He sighed. "Are you always so critical about ONI?"

"Yes."

"Good. But don't let them know that."

I scoffed. "Fine."

* * *

><p>Several minutes later, we stood outside of the office of the ONI agent. Personally, I wasn't looking forward to this. Jakob and I had been caught selling illegal Covenant weapons, and if ONI wanted criminals, then chances are that it wasn't going to be something that would be exciting.<p>

Two Marines stood guard on either side of the door, MA5's in their hands. That's right, not some of the new models of assault rifles, but the good old-fashioned kind that held sixty rounds instead of thirty-two. Both Marines looked serious, as if they would put a clip into a dust bunny if it looked at them wrong.

Jakob reached for the button to open the door, but the Marine on the left lashed his hand out at lightning speed and caught it by the wrist. "Can I help you?" he asked, in a voice that reminded me of Stallone. Hey, I'm pretty keen on my old movie stars.

"Um..." Jakob said. "We have a...um...appointment with the ONI guy." Way to go dumbass. You don't even know his name. Now, things were awkward.

"I see." The Marine released his grip on Jakob, and nodded to the other Marine. "We'll see about that." The other Marine nodded back, and pressed a red button on the wall.

Nothing happened. I had no idea what he just did, and now I was starting to get slightly tense. Did he just call security on us? Jakob was losing it. He had some slight issues keeping his cool, and right now I swear that he was beginning to sweat. And it wasn't hot in the Nassau. See what I have to put up with? Not cool.

Several more tense seconds passed, and the door slid open. The Marine on the left gave a slight shrug of mild surprise, and nodded to the door. "Go on in, then."

Jakob and I shot each other a quick glance, and entered the room. There was a large table in the middle, with two chairs on one side, two chairs on the other, and two more one the side farthest from the door. The dark blue carpet gave a sense of royalty, and seemed out of place with the white steel walls.

In front of each chair was a computer, along with several folders and a pen on top of each folder. Four seats were occupied, forcing Jakob and I to take the two on the left.

"You're late," commented the man sitting at the head of the table, next to another man that looked to be all business. "Did you have any trouble finding your way here?"

"Um...just a little," Jakob replied awkwardly, rubbing the back of his neck. "It's a rather large station, and well...we took a wrong turn." I almost face-palmed. Great. Now he was lying to ONI. In truth, we stopped by the cafeteria again for some of the pizza.

The man adjusted his glasses. "I see." His tone of voice pretty much confirmed that he knew about that lunch stop. He looked over at the other two people, which I recognized one. It was the same girl from the cafeteria the first time Jakob and I had been there. I gave a small wave, but she didn't notice.

"Now that we're all here, I suppose that we should get started." The first man and the younger man stood up simultaneously. "I am Lieutenant Colonel Shaun Alexander." He gestured to the other man. "This is Lieutenant Colonel Brian Mowry. The two of us work for the Office of Naval Intelligence."

"Yeah, I know," said the woman next to the girl. "Brian, I assume these two are the partners you were talking about." From the slightly irate tone in her voice, I figured that she might not like us or the idea of partners.

Brian nodded, shuffling some papers on the table around in search of one that seemed to elude him. "Yes, Sarah, those are you and Kiera's new partners. Would you like some time to get acquainted now, or would you rather wait until you're on the mission?"

Sarah shrugged. "I'd rather wait. I've been curious as to the details concerning the mission."

"In that case," Alexander interjected, before anyone else could get a word in, "We shall begin the debriefing. But, first, is there anyone who would like to back out right now. It will be without question, and will not affect you in any way."

"Personally, I'd like to know what it is before I decide," Jakob said. "I don't want to get into anything too complicated."

"Being a criminal under my custody, you really have no other choice than to go, Mr. Barnes," Alexander snarled, seeming to find some happiness in the superiority. "You can either embark on the mission, or spend the next three decades in a maximum security prison. Your choice."

Jakob mumbled some rather vulgar curses, which I would've heard if I hadn't found amusement watching the faces of our new partners. At first, it had been shock, and then some concern. The two began to whisper amongst themselves, talking something over.

Sarah stood up. "If he's a criminal, then I don't want him anywhere near me or my daughter. He could be a bad influence, try to rob us blind and kill us in our sleep...or worse." She stared at Jakob with a hint of disgust. I couldn't make out what the daughter's face was...it appeared to be a cross of confusion and...I couldn't tell.

"Hey, all I did was sell a few illegal weapons," Jakob said in his defense. "I'm not some serial killer rapist or something like that."

I sighed when I saw the smirk form on Alexander's face. "A few? Mr. Barnes, we recovered over fifteen-hundred illegal Covenant weapons from you store, and we still haven't searched all of the walls yet."

I leaned over to Jakob. "You sorta walked into that one."

"Shut up."

"Okay," Brian said, a little louder than normal to get everyone's attention. "There is a reward if the mission is completed. A fraction of it will be given for simply going, since the mission is dangerous."

That had Jakob's attention. I even saw a hint of interest in Sarah's eyes. "How much?" they both asked simultaneously, and then looked over at each other, then back to the ONI men.

"For simply going, twenty-thousand credits."

Jakob let out a low whistle. "With that kind of money, we could get a new ship, new supplies, a new store, and get back into business," he whispered to me.

"Why? We got caught this time, I'm sure they'll be monitoring us for years now."

"Good point."

"What's the full thing?" Sarah asked, tilting her head to the side. Kiera remained silent at her side.

"Five-hundred million credits. Each."

"Now I'm glad I have no choice," Jakob commented, eyes lighting up. I'm sure he might be a decedent of Scooge. "With that much money, we could pool it together for one billion, and actually go legit. We won't have to work another day of our lives." He leaned back in his chair, and smiled as he imagined all that we could do with that much money.

Sarah and Kiera on the other hand, seemed a little hesitant. "We'll need to talk this over in private." They walked to the corner and once again whispered with each other.

"I'll let you know that I'm a professional lip reader," said Jakob, leaning forward in his seat so he could see better. "She's saying; Never retune a wet...piano? Why is she saying that?"

I face-palmed, and looked at the computer screen. On it, there was an audio file loaded up and ready to play. Apparently, Alexander saw my look. "Don't touch that yet. That's only for when the mission is accepted."

Well, I had no choice. Why was he so crabby about it?

Sarah and Kiera came back over. "We'll do it," Sarah said. Kiera gave a hesitant nod. They sat down. "Now, what are we doing?"

"Do you remember what happened last week? What scam became the most popular topic on television, only for the UNSC to confirm it to be false?" asked Brian, looked over some papers.

"The Master Chief scandal?" I asked. According to the news, some transport ship carrying people to old colonies to see what could be salvaged picked up a radio signal, but had no clue where it came from. The UNSC had come out to say that it was false and only a prank.

"Exactly," Brain continued. "If you press the play button on the computer screens..."

I reached out, and pressed the triangle button on the touchscreen, and the audio played.

"_...NSC FFG 201 Forward Unto Dawn. Survivors aboa..."_

"That's the recording. It's not complete, but that's what the crew found," Alexander said. "Now, if you listen closely, you might notice something. Play it again, if you need to."

I played it again, and then again, and so did the others. I didn't see anything strange.

"The ship's serial number," Kiera suddenly said. "FFG 201. A normal civilian prankster wouldn't normally know that, right?"

Brian sapped his finger. "Right. So that would mean that if it were a prank, then the prankster would most likely have to be associated with the UNSC, perhaps a Marine or ODST. But listen to it again..."

With a roll of my eyes, we all listened to it again. This was not helping. He should simply tell us what we're going to be doing instead of all of this.

"The voice is female," I said, trying to add anything to what we had. "That would rule out all the males, right?"

Alexander chuckled, but Brian shook his head. "Not exactly, but that is pretty close. Using voice recognition, we were able to match up the voice of the audio, supposedly Chief's AI Cortana, with that of Dr. Catherine Halsey, the creator of Cortana, and it was far too much of a match to be a coincidence."

"Then," Alexander interrupted, taking over, "You'll notice that the voice heard on the distress beacon sounds more computerized than that of normal AI speech. That means that it's AI coding speech, which is the computer commands that AI's think. If it requires a voice playback, then the AI thinks the speech, and it comes out more computerized. Only the original AI can do this."

"So," Brian took over, "with this simple analysis, we believe that it's not actually a hoax, but the actual beacon. Even though the circumstances can be false, it would take the prankster too much work. He would have to acquire a Cortana model AI, which there are only two in existence, one being Cortana. That alone is impossible."

"So, why did the UNSC call it a prank then?" Sarah asked. "If this is real, then this is the discovery of a century. It'll mean that the Master Chief cheated death _again._"

Alexander removed his glasses and pulled a small gray cloth out, and began to wipe the lenses. "First off, the UNSC has no idea where the beacon was picked up. The ship was crossing thousands of miles of open space. Second, if they did announce that it was legitimate, then the public would be wanting them to do a search for Chief, and we need our ships here while we rebuild. Third, even if they did go out and found him, then there's a good chance that the ship would be in Elite or Brute territory, which will look bad at all of those peace talks we're holding with them."

"Couldn't they get than good Elite guy to let them in?" asked Jakob. "He fought alongside the Chief, so he'd probably understand."

"If the Arbiter were to let humans into their territory, then it wouldn't be hard for the word to get out through the Elites that their leader let humans in, and that would only worsen the rebellions occurring on their planet," explained Brian. "We already asked him if it would be possible for him to send some Elite scouts out to see if they can find it, but they're too busy fighting the rebellions."

"So," Jakob said, running his hands through his thick black hair, "I guess this is where we come in. You want us to find the Master Chief, don't you?"

"Yes." Brian stared at each one of us individually. "The mission is to find and recover Spartan John-117. ONI will be providing you with a ship, weapons, ammo, and whatever you need. You are to leave whenever you're ready, in Docking Bay 94."

"Wait wait wait," I interrupted, throwing my hands up. "We need weapons for what? Last time I checked, the Master Chief was on our side."

Alexander and Brian shot each other a look. "Well...there are reports of a new splinter Covenant faction emerging. They're the last remnant of the old Covenant, still focused on the old ideals of human extinction. They've been seen in open space territory, and once attacked a human ship, leaving no survivors."

"Okay, that's great," Jakob spat, knocking his chair over as he stood up. "You said it would be dangerous, but you never said Covenant dangerous. I don't want to put Trey through something like that. It's not right to force a teenager to fight aliens."

"But, his expertise in salvaging shipwrecks could be valuable in the situation," Alexander argued, putting his glasses back on. "And it's not like either of you have a choice. It's either this, or thirty years in prison. Your choice, as I said."

Jakob scowled, and I actually thought that he might choose prison for a second just to protect me, but of course the idea of all that money came back to his thoughts. "Alright, fine. But if he gets hurt it's on your head, and you'll pull him out the first chance we get."

"Agreed."

Looking around, I saw that Sarah and Kiera had left in the middle of the argument to get first dibs on the ship. I knew a little bit out things like this from evacuations off of Reach, and if you didn't get on the ship or whatever fast, all the good spots were taken.

So, I was going to get shot at by genocidal aliens, but I was looking for a Spartan. Scratch that, I was looking for _the _Spartan. Lucky me.
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__Chapter 3: Getting Started__

_***Kiera's POV***_

"Are you excited?"

"Yeah, I suppose."

"You _suppose_? We just got tasked with the search and recovery of Spartan-117-the one and only, and you _suppose _that you're excited?!"

Sarah continued to walk forward, her face unchanging. I didn't understand how she was so... like this. We are going to find the Spartan, for crying out loud!

I huffed out loud, trying to get her attention. "Look, Sarah, I know this is dangerous-"

"Dangerous?!" She wheeled on me, almost spitting. "We're entering into potential enemy territory, where Sangheili relations with the UNSC aren't actually stable, so God knows what they would do to us if they found us?! And that's not including how the Kig-Yar and Brutes feel about us-which, we already happen to know. But above the huge risks, I have my young daughter as a teammate, along with another stranger who has a kid of his own!"

She stared at me with a cold expression. I swallowed my words down my throat, ending her rant. There wasn't any use arguing with her now. I wanted to go badly, to escape Earth and just for once in my life do something so incredible.

"Do you understand me, Kiera?" Sarah asked.

"I had top honours at the military academy, so I think I can handle this."

"Do you understand me?"

I sighed. "Yes, I understand you. Now let's go see the ship."

It sat outside the station, quiet and undisturbed while a few Pelicans were being flown back from dropping off supplies: it was a Winter-class prowler; a classic. It was a sleek grey, metal colour. Large, considering our small my team was, but I remembered reading that it could be operated by a small crew.

"A small crew that needs an AI to operate this." I mumbled under my breath. Sarah and I moved to the next window to see what exactly we were given.

"Good, good .. interesting." Sarah commented as we passed by. "Decent armour .. bay doors so we may have access to a pelican." Since she was the pilot, I remained quiet, knowing she knows more than me.

No more windows appeared, so we continued to walk along the hallway until we reached the bay doors. Sarah reached forward, swiped her ID, and was granted access to the bay.

As we walked in, Sarah turned to me and said: "I wonder if we'll get an AI. We'll need one for the ship, unless our other teammates can pilot _that_."

I detected the sarcasm, and wondered if she was really that perturbed by the fact we have to work with criminal-like people.

The door beeped, indicating it was closing, and slid shut. I slightly jumped forward to get in front of Sarah to be the one in front.

All three of the pelican's ramps were extended, and people scurried back and forth with crates, amongst other things. Everything was tightly packed and secured. We watched the procedure before we were approached by one of the pilots.

"'Scuse me, misses, but are ya supposed to be boardin' the prowler?"

I stepped back while my mom stepped forward, nodding. "Yes. How soon can we board?"

The pilot scratched his head, and surveyed the flurry of activity. "Well, I suspect that all supplies will be on the _UNSC Nightingale_ soon, as we're just 'bout finishin' up. I'll come and get ya when that's good."

The pilot left back to his pelican, and entered from, the back, barely making it past all of the things on board. A technician spoke over the loud PA system, informing for everyone to clear the deck and wait until the Pelicans left the bay.

Sarah pulled me off to the side, where other technicians were standing with data pads as one by one, the Pelicans lifted off, and glided towards the open, but shielded doors. After they disappeared, the technicians standing by us moved forward to help prepare the next shipment.

The door we entered from opened, and our two teammates walked in. Jakob was the first to smile at us, but Trey just stared, suddenly quiet.

They moved towards us, and I saw Sarah stiffened. She always did that when people she didn't like approached her, but she somehow always managed to act like she didn't.

"Ladies." Jakob smiled at both of us, before turning to Sarah. "It'll be a pleasure working with you both."

"Why yes, of course." My mother politely smiled back, although I could see it was fake. "I'm sure we'll make a wonderful team, you and your son."

Trey finally perked up, and smirked. I prepared myself mentally for a bad joke just as he said: "And I'm sure we will, Sarah. It's honestly a pleasure to meet you. And your hot daughter."

"Trey!" Jakob cuffed him in the back of the head, obviously a reoccurring habit as Trey tried to duck but failed.

Trey smiled sheepishly at me. I felt like I might throw up.

"Oh, well, don't you have an outspoken son." Sarah stared at Trey, who winked at her.

Jakob sighed and massaged his temples. "I should clarify that Trey is in fact not my son, rather my step-son, it simpler terms."

I couldn't help but glance at Trey, comparing him to Jakob. When Trey saw me looking at him, he smiled, and wiggled his eyebrows. I rolled my eyes, already dreading the fact that I would be stuck on a ship with this guy.

"Stand by, Pelicans are re-entering bay. Please move to designated spots and remain there until Pelicans have safely landed."

Jakob pulled Trey back and stood somewhat behind Sarah and I. The four of us watched as the Pelicans came back, and landed. Personal immediately went to work as soon as the hatches opened.

The pilot who talked to Sarah and I earlier came out of his Pelican, and spoke with a technician. They seemed to agree on something, because the pilot laughed and shook the technician's hand before jogging in our direction.

"Hey, ladies. Yous are good to go!" He smiled at once, and looked at my two male teammates. "Are these two with ya?"

"We are," Jakob intervened. "Nice to meet you. I'm Jakob and this is Trey."

The pilot tipped his chin down in a kind way, acknowledging them. "Alright. I can take you aboard the _Nightingale_. The other Pelicans can finish up what's left."

The pilot walked away, and motioned us to follow him. Sarah automatically took lead, with Jakob close behind. Trey smiled at me, and bowed. "Ladies first."

I glared at him but walked forward anyways. As we approached the Pelican, the pilot jogged up the ramp, and up to the cockpit. "Better buckle yerself up, we'll be leaving shortly." He called out as he himself jumped into the pilot seat.

I automatically picked a seat on the left side, and sat down. Sarah sat down beside me, and began buckling up. Trey and Jakob sat on the opposite side. Watching Trey, he buckled up, and sat back, relaxed. He saw me staring, and smiled. I looked away.

Almost immediately, we lifted off, and exited the hangar. The radio in the pelican buzzed with chatter from the other pilots. Our pilot ignored it, and focused on flying. The trip itself was short, but quiet. Neither Sarah or I made conversation to our two teammates. In my peripheral vision, I saw Sarah gave a tight-lipped smile and nodded to someone.

We led on other Pelican out of the hangar, through space, and into bay. The pilot turned 360 degrees, and backed in slowly, setting us down when we've reached the right spot. He touched the Pelican down gently, and opened the ramp. "Alright, folks. Yer good to go! Have a safe trip!"

Sarah was the first to unbuckle and leave. I quickly unbuckled and left the Pelican, eager to see the ship. Trey was close behind, followed by Jakob.

The hangar wasn't huge, just enough to keep one Pelican. Jakob whistled, obviously admiring the ship so far.

"Glad to see someone else likes it, eh?"

I paused. I didn't recognize the voice at first. Sarah slowed down ahead me, her head titled to the side a bit. Trey sidled up beside me, also looking for the voice.

"And you are?" Jakob called out, spinning around in a circle.

"Oooo-oo. I'm a ghost!" A life-size avatar appeared. The man raised his hands, and waved them about. "A ghoosttt!"

"An AI." Sarah stepped past it admiringly. "Nice."

The AI laughed. "I do try. The name's Keating. _AI Keating_ at your service, ladies and gentleman."

The AI's avatar was a middle-aged man, or looked to be, wearing a crisp tuxedo, hair slicked back.

"James Bond." Trey clapped his hands together and pointed at Keating. "That's who you look like."

"Well, I may not be Double-07 but I think I may have a slight advantage over Mr. Bond if he were to exist today." Keating winked at Trey. He spun on his heels, and addressed the rest of us: "Right this way to the bridge, folks. It is important that we get underway as soon as possible to our first destination, and we must all be on the bridge for the transition."

Keating led the way, and for once, we were all quiet. I think it was because we were all actually doing this, but I didn't dare break the silence.

"You have the most intriguing accent," my mother commented quietly as we walked down the corridors."

"Thank-you, Miss Sarah Free. It is a mixture of French and Italian."

We arrived at the bridge to find a series of chairs and consoles spread out; the screens online flashed diagnostics and other things that I wasn't familiar with.

"So, what now?" Jakob asked, stepping away from where we all stood.

Keating walked to the nearest console, and began tapping away. "Please, everyone, take a seat. We are moving away from Nassau station to prepare for our transition as we speak, so time is of the essence."

Sarah was the first to sit down. Following her quickly, I sat down in a chair nearest to her. Jakob went to the chair closest to the frontal screen, and Trey just sat down near him. No one spoke.

Pausing in his flurry of taps, Keating raised a hand to his ear as if he was talking on the radio. "Roger, Nassau. We are prepped and ready for slipspace launch. Stand-by for an message when we arrive."

"So, will we feel anything?" Trey asked, casually. Glancing at him, he almost seemed normal.

"Yes, you will. There are a range of symptoms, but it your case, I assume nausea would be the major role."

Trey didn't ask anything else. He just nodded slowly, before settling back into his seat.

"Please stand-by crew, for slipspace jump." Keating announced.

Sarah leaned back into her seat, and closed her eyes. Unsure of what to expect, I followed suit, and closed my eyes.

I felt nauseous, and prayed that I didn't throw up.

"And, we're done. You may move about the cabin now."

Opening my eyes, I felt dizzy. Shaking my head to clear it, I stood up, hands clamped to the arm rests for support.

Similarly, Trey and Jakob also seemed to have trouble. Sarah, my mother, was fine.

"So," she asked. "Now that's done with, I feel that it's best that you give us a quick tour, Keating, and we go to bed."

"Fair enough," Keating replied. "Let's get going."

The main door to the bridge slid open, and Keating walked to the exit. "Come along, people. I'll be sure to be brief, for you own sake." He glanced at Jakob and Trey, who were holding onto each other's shoulders. "Will you two be fine? I can pull up-"

"No, Keating." Jakob gruffly replied. "We'll be fine. Just a bit ... unbalanced. That is all."

Keating nodded, and motioned for Sarah and I to follow. Walking along the corridors, we eventually came to a large rec room.

"This is the Officer's Mess. You are welcome to eat here, as this is actually where all the food is."

"It's huge for four of us." I whispered to Sarah. She nodded in agreement.

"Yes, quite." Keating added in. He wiggled his eyebrows, and smiled when he saw our confusion. "I am an AI. This ship in a way is me. I can see and hear everything." He glanced disapprovingly at Trey. "This also means I know exactly what you think of that blonde marine woman who escorted you to the hanger, Trey."

I saw Trey stare blankly at Keating, unmoved. "How, exactly, do you know?"

"I piggybacked a COM signal from a Pelican." Keating waved him off. "Now, to bring this tour to an end, let's go to your cabins."

"Finally." Trey sighed. "I'm bored."

"Well, let's not waste time dawdling." Keating said, and smiled at us. With a snap of his fingers, he called us out of the room, and we continued to walk along corridors, taking a flight of stairs down until we reached the a hallway where doors lined each wall.

"Ah, here we are! You get the Officer Quarters, so they shouldn't be too shabby. Quite cozy actually; I think you'll like them."

I saw our luggage sat each in front of a door. It appeared my room was beside Sarah's room, but across from Trey's. How it got there, I had no clue.

Trey walked to his room, and grinned. "Alright," he said. "Open sesame!"

Keating glanced at him quizzically before turning to Jakob: "Should I comply and open the door automatically each time he says that?"

"Nah, just let him go." Jakob stared as Trey stood, looking for a way in.

"Very well," Keating replied. "I will help the poor chap out."

Sarah-already knowing her way around a ship-got her door to open, and motioned me over. "Here, Kiera. Hold your hand in front of this detector and let it scan your fingerprints. Once confirmed, it'll let you in."

Trusting her, I walked over to my own door, and did as my mother instructed .The door bleeped cheerfully, and slide open. I leaned down and grabbed my luggage.

"Hey, how did she get in?" I heard Trey ask from behind me. He was obviously confused. "Keating!"

"Trey, stand in front of the door with-" Keating got cut off as the door slid shut behind me, gently sealing with a hiss.

My room consisted of a desk with a computer and tablet, a dresser, wardrobe, double bed, and another room which I believed to be the bathroom.

I threw my duffel bag on the ground by my feet, and leapt into my bed. It was neatly made, and I prayed that it wouldn't be a rule that everyone had to make their beds in the morning.

"Enjoying yourself, Miss Free?"

Keating appeared in the room, leaning on the wardrobe. His hair was a bit ruffled, unlike its previous state.

"Having fun with Trey?" I was well aware of what AI's could do, and I guessed another part of Keating was still showing the kid how to open the door.

"Yeah, not really. He's a slow learner, that one. Curious too." Keating narrowed his eyes. "I sent Jakob away but I think it might have been good to have kept him around."

"Probably," I squirmed deeper into the mattress of the bed, hoping to find a comfortable spot. "I'm not a huge fan of Trey, but Jakob seems decent at least."

"Hm. Yes, I know, I've read your files." Keating straightened up, and winked at me. "Well, I best be going. Good day to you. And remember to get some sleep, tomorrow will be a hell of a day."

For entertainment or comical purposes, Keating jumped up and disappeared. His avatar was gone from the room at least. I had no doubt he was still monitoring me.

Getting off my already messy bed, I unpacked a bit of my things, and started getting ready for bed. My gut knew what Keating told me: tomorrow will be a hell of a day. And God forbid, I wanted to be prepared for it.

_**A**/**N : Just a quick reminder that Dejae writes for Kiera's point of view. So anything in Kiera's POV is to be accredited to Dejae.**_


	4. Prepping

_Chapter Four: Prepping_

***Trey's POV***

"Trey, you're an idiot."

Believe it or not, that was not the first time Jakob had ever said that to me.

"What did I do?" I asked, sitting up in my now messed up bed. "...and what time is it? I want to go back to sleep."

Jakob rolled his eyes. "First off, you-"

"It's 7:43 am, standard UNSC time," Keating suddenly cut in. "The temperature in the ship is a comfortable 72 degrees, but out in space it's as cold as it gets."

"Thank you, Keating," Jakob muttered, rubbing his forehead as he stood in my doorway. "Now as I was saying, first of all, you really need to watch what you say. Especially around the ladies on board."

I just stared at him. "Are you talking about yesterday, when I accidentally let slip my personal thoughts about our compatriots daughter? If so, can you blame me?"

"Well...she is a beautiful young lady," he answered, somewhat awkwardly, "but I don't have romantic feelings about her, unlike you."

"Hey, I let something slip in accident," I replied, throwing my hands up in defeat. "Now you make a big deal out of it. I'm just a hormonal teenager; that stuff is bound to happen every now and then, am I right?"

Jakob shook his head, smiling. "Sometimes. But that brings up my next point. That blonde Marine woman."

"Ugh! Let that one go!" I cried, flopping back down on my bed. "It was a long elevator ride, and I was really tired due to lack of sleep."

"Yeah," Jakob said, as he turned to leave. "I'll bet. Just get ready and come to the bridge. We're supposed to meet there in a few minutes." He walked out, leaving me alone in my room.

Reluctantly, I yanked the covers off of me, and was actually surprised when I didn't feel a wave of cold wash over me. In reality, it was actually just a few degrees colder with out the covers. I stood up and stretched, walking over to the mirror.

I didn't actually look too bad after a long night. My brown hair was still in place, with only a few stray strands that were easily fixed with a comb. I changed into clean clothes, a white T-shirt and blue jeans, and then I put on my favorite leather jacket.

It was genuine leather, not that cheap fake stuff. Jakob said that it just didn't look like it would work on me. But, I personally thought that it made me look bad ass.

The hallway was empty, which meant that I would be the last to get to the bridge. "Great, there goes any chance I had of calling shotgun," I muttered, before heading to the bridge. Several turns later, I mashed on a door button and entered the bridge...

...only to see a lot of guns in racks mounted on the wall. Okay, it wasn't the bridge, it was the armory. Jakob would literally move into this room when he saw it. He loves guns. I'm sure he'd marry one if he was given the chance. And if it didn't sound creepy.

"The bridge is the other way."

I whirled around to see the yellow AI Keating standing there. "Oh, it's just you. You scared me."

"Sorry," he replied, before motioning me out the door. "But please do hurry, everyone is waiting for you."

Keating guided me to the bridge, correcting my course more times than I'd rather admit. But mere minutes later, we stood in the bridge.

Jakob was sitting in one of the chairs, staring down at the computer screens and switches and buttons on the dashboard in front of him as he tried to figure it all out. Sarah seemed to know what she was doing, as she was giving Kiera a basic run down of what everything did.

"So, we're all here now," Keating said, getting everyone's attention. "I guess now's a good time to give you the basic info of this mission." he walked up to the front of the bridge, and then continued. "You are embarking on the grand adventure of the century. Along the way, you will face hardships, pain, suffering and-"

"Oh get on with it already," Sarah said, looking up from the controls in front of her daughter.

Keating sighed, but still complied. "Very well. ONI has tracked the course of the freighter that found the signal, and has pinpointed several locations along the way that could possibly be the location of the Forward Unto Dawn."

He extended his arm forward, holding an open palm upward. A sphere slightly larger than a basketball appeared above his hand, and was rotating slowly. "The first planet that you will be visiting is Sarai II. An ice dwarf, much like that of Pluto in the Sol System but actually habitable, an ONI probe sent there picked up a faint emergency beacon before it suddenly stopped transmitting."

"Oh great," Sarah muttered under her breath.

"What?" Jakob asked, turning and looking to her. "It's a cold planet. It probably malfunctioned or something."

Keating cleared his throat, once again gaining everyone's attention. "Actually, she is right. ONI probes are tough, and cold will not effect them immediately. There's only one other possibility. Covenant."

There was dead silence on the bridge. Kiera had a nervous look about her face, but she was trying to hide it with a poker face. Sarah really just looked more annoyed than worried. Jakob looked back to me, and I saw concern in his eyes.

I simply held my usual cool look as I walked over to him. I had seen Covenant in action on Reach. Elites kicked human ass. Brutes ate humans for breakfast, literally. Drones had the air advantage. Jackals, they had those shields. Grunts...okay, they really had nothing going for them other than grenade suicide charges.

"I can see that you all are a little...worried," Keating said, stating the obvious. "But, I will do my best on instructing you on how to deal with them. Most of the ammo on board is armor piercing, the armor you've been provided can take a few plasma blasts, and I can send in some missiles from orbit, should the need arise."

Keating gestured to the planet rotating in his hand. "Sarai II is the home of an old ONI base, that also suddenly stopped communicating."

"Twenty bucks says that that was the Covenant as well," I said, standing beside Jakob's seat.

Keating chuckled and shook his head. "Had I accepted that bet, you would owe me twenty credits. The ONI base went silent in 2423, over a century before the first contact with the Covenant. Chances are that there was a power failure due to a solar flare, and they all died of cold."

"Thanks for the happy thought," muttered Jakob.

"You're welcome," Keating replied. "Now, before we embark I suggest we do a weapon training course to accommodate you with the weapons you will be using." He turned to me and smiled. "Trey, I assume you can lead the way to the armory?"

"Yeah, it's this way," I muttered, leading the way.

* * *

><p>I hadn't noticed before, but it seemed that every weapon in the armory had three skins. One arctic, one desert, and one jungle, and then there was standard dull. Every weapon in there was the newest model, from the Assault Rifles, to the BR85 Battle Rifles, to the...<p>

"What is that?" I asked, pointing to a weapon group on the far side of the wall, next to the Assault Rifles.

"That," Keating answered, "is the SAW. One of the newest weapons on the field. It's far better than its predecessor, the SMG. It holds more rounds, and its far more accurate and more powerful."

I glanced over at Jakob, and I saw just what I was expecting. The kid in the candy store eyes, his jaw slightly open in amazement. All that was missing was him squealing in delight and he would look like a little girl at a Justin Bieber concert. Don't ask how I know who Bieber was. That's a long story.

"Now," Keating said, as he walked to the door. "Jakob, you're a gun expert right?"

"Yeah," he replied, his mind still 3,000 miles away as he stared at the guns.

"Good, then perhaps you can instruct the others on how to operate these weapons?"

Jakob shook himself out of it. "Um...yeah, although I'm not completely up to date on the newer weapon models. I'll need some time to work with those."

"Hey," Sarah suddenly cut in. "What about me? I was in the UNSC. I know guns."

"And I went to a military academy," Kiera chimed in. "I know how to use them."

All eyes fell on me. "Um..." It was embarrassing, being the only one who didn't know his way around a gun. "Just point and pull the trigger," I said. "It can't be that hard."

"Famous last words," Keating muttered. "Very well then. Jakob, you will instruct Trey on how to use the guns, while I give the ladies a crash course on flying the ship."

"I'm a pilot," Sarah reminded him. "I know how to fly a ship."

"Never the less, I still have to teach you. Things have changed since the end of the war. There's new rules and regulations and all that, you know," Keating explained, leading them out of the room.

There was an awkward silence in the room, and Jakob looked over the guns. "Well..." he walked over and pulled a rifle out of a rack. "This is an M395 Designated Marksman Rifle," he explained, shoving the gun into my hands.

What I hadn't expected was the weight. I nearly dropped it, but I was able to catch myself before I did. You see all those movies and play those games where the people carry guns around as if they're made of paper. They're not. They're made of cold hard steel. It didn't weigh a ton, but it was more than I expected.

Jakob simply laughed. "Well, that's the first thing you'll need to adjust to," he informed me, looking around the room. "There wouldn't happen to be a firing range around here, would there?"

"Nope," Keating replied over the intercom. "But, the second planet that is marked is Desseri, and there is a very low chance of combat there. Perhaps you can take some time out of our busy schedule while we're there for weapons training."

Jakob shrugged. "It's better than nothing, I guess."

"You're not wearing the armor are you? Perhaps you should get used to that for now."

"No."

"Why don't you go and put that on?"

I handed the DMR back to Jakob, and looked around for the armor."Far corner," Keating said.

The armor was definitely ODST, that much was clear. There were sixteen suits total, with skins similar to the weapons. Arctic, desert, jungle, and the normal gray. The arctic armor had white and gray splotches covering it, and there was a skirt that went half-way around the back, like the ones on the snow troopers in that old Star Wars film. The desert armor had tan and brown splotches, and had more rigid and non-symmetrical pieces of armor, to simulate desert rocks. The jungle armor had green and brown splotches with a matching shawl over it, to make you look like a bush. The normal was, unsurprising, normal.

"Just take any," Keating said, "they're all pretty much the same save for the camo. One size fits all. Well...unless you're really fat..."

I stared at the armor for a minute. "Um...how do I put it on?" Just based on a simple glance, they didn't go on like shirts and pants.

There was an agitated sigh over the intercom. "First, you'll need to put on the undersuit. You can find a nice selection of them folded up in the crates to your left."

I lifted the lid of the crate, and saw several black suits. I grabbed the one on the top, and put the lid back on. "So, do I put this on over my clothes or what?"

"You can, although that will be irritating and uncomfortable. It would be wiser to be nude when you put it on, but like I said, the choice is entirely up to you."

"Well..."

"If I were you, I would just go ahead and put the arctic one on correctly, in the nude," Keating said. "After all, shortly after this we will be embarking to Sarai II, and that way you'll be ready when we get there."

"Fine."

Several awkward minutes later, I was in the undersuit placing my wadded up clothes on the crates. "Okay...now what?"

Keating guided me through the process of putting the armor on. When I was finished, I looked down at myself. Now I really looked like a bad ass. I held the helmet in my hands, staring into the white visor. "So, this is going to be the norm from now on?"

"Yes," the AI replied. "Now, if you and you're father will report the bridge again. We'll been departing soon."
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_Chapter Five: Last Bit of Peace_

***Kiera's POV***

When Trey and Jakob left, I didn't expect them to return wearing a full set of ODST armour.

My mom was still showing me how the weapons console work when the two strolled in, Keating announcing overheard: "Alright, so now that we're underway, let's make up a more formal game plan for us."

"Us?" I saw Sarah twitch in my peripheral vision. She was still annoyed about me and her having to have two other people come along. Sarah cleared her throat, the annoyance passed, and nodded. "Yes, the team."

Trey sidled up to me, dragging his feet as he walked forward. His hips also swung, and arms rocked a bit forwards and backwards. "Hey, ladies."

I laughed. "Wow, look at you."

"Yeah", he nodded. "Look. At. Me." He gestured at what he was wearing, and did a 360 degree turn. Unpolarizing his helmet's visor, he was grinning from ear to ear.

Standing up from my seat, I walked around him, checking out his gear again. I took a step back after I completed the circle. "I bet you think you're a real badass, don't you?"

He just stared at me. As Trey went to go say something, Jakob intervened by walking up to him, and cuffing him in the back.

Smiling to myself, I let Jakob pass by me, and walk up to the bridge. Turning to face everyone, he unpolarized his visor and began to talk. "So, we need a plan aside from our main objective of acquiring the Master Chief."

"That much we know," Sarah murmured quietly. She had her arms crossed, as she leaned on the chair where I was last sitting. "What were you thinking?"

"If I may, Jakob". Keating's avatar flashed onto the bridge directly beside Jakob, and politely smiled. "I think I may be of help here."

"Alright, Keating. Go for it". Jakob said, and went to go step to the side when Sarah started to speak.

"I hope you all know I mean well when I say this," she began, and looked to everyone in the room. "But we should focus on the mission for the time being. Team-bonding can happen later. Right now, we just got pushed into probably the biggest moment of our lives, and I, for one, want to be prepared for it."

Keating nodded thoughtfully, apparently not irritated by Sarah's quick interruption." Well spoken, Sarah."

"Yes, but wouldn't team bonding help each of us on the mission?" Jakob insisted. "I don't know anything about you, or your daughter Kiera, but Im supposed to work and fight along side you?"

"Good point from you as well, Jakob." Keating spoke as he nodded his head. "But what does Kiera and Trey want to do?"

My mother, Jakob, and Keating turned to look at Trey and I. I turned to look at Trey, who met my gaze, and shrugged.

"Uhm," I nervously looked back to the adults of the team. "I think I speak for both of us-"

"Yes, both of us." Trey added in.

"That we both think that each of your ideas are good, so we should do team bonding first as we prep for the mission."

"Hey, that is a good idea." Trey smiled at me. "She definitely speaks for both of us then."

Somewhat gratified from Trey's positive response, I held my breath. Knowing my mother, Sarah might have taken offense that I didn't agree with her, but not completely.

Seeing her stare me down, I shrugged-mimicking Trey, trying to ease the pressure.

Silence continued before Keating spoke first. "That's the best idea yet, Kiera, regarding the subject at hand. Does everyone agree with what Kiera said? Aside from Trey, of course."

"Sure," Jakob said, and he smiled at me. "That is a good idea."

Keating looked to Sarah. "And do agree?"

She looked away, and sighed. Adding a nod as her agreement, she asked: "Pull up a schematic of the ship, Keating."

Twisting his left hand so his palm was upright, the ship appeared, taking on Keating's avatar's colour. It slowly spun.

"What would anyone like to know?" Keating asked.

Sarah studied the schematic. "Well, it appears to be a Prowler. Not sure what class, but I guess Razor. ONI mainly used it during the war with the Insurrection."

"You're mainly correct," Keating said encouragingly. "But it is of Winter-class, not Razor."

The schematic was interesting. I stepped forward to also study it when Trey interrupted my thoughts.

"Totally off topic, but I guess it kind of relates to the ship." He began. "How do you project yourself like you do? Aren't AI's supposed to have hologram pads or something?"

"Good question, Trey." Jakob spoke up. He took off his helmet with a depressurizing hiss. "I was also curious about the same thing."

"If everyone looks up towards the light panels," Keating explained. "You should see fairly tiny holes on both sides."

I looked up, and what he said was confirmed by the fixtures around the lights. Focusing my gaze on other lights, I noticed it was the same for every single light panel on the bridge. How did I not notice that before?

Keating continued on: "Each of those holes contains a projector, in simpler terms, which allows me to project myself as I am. It's supposed to give an AI-like me-a more human vibe to the crew."

Trey rubbed the bottom of his helmet, as those he was rubbing his chin. "Ah, alright. Makes so much more sense."

"Now, anymore questions?" Keating asked.

No one replied.

"Actually," Sarah spoke up. "I have more questions about the ship. But they are just to sate my own personal interest, so no one else has to be here."

"Sounds good." Jakob grunted, and put his helmet back on. "I'm gonna head down to the armory to check out the selection we have access to again. Wanna join me, Trey?"

"Nah, I'm good." Trey responded. He repolarized his helmet.

I started shuffling backwards, hoping no one would notice me leaving when Sarah started speaking to me.

"Kiera, would you like to stay and learn more about the ship?"

"No, I was just gonna head back to my room for a nap." I offered up my best tired smile. "Maybe later."

"Later, then." My mother said, convinced. "But you know we have to be prepared and this is a good way to do it."

I caught Jakob's hesitant step as he was leaving himself. He turned slightly, then continued on normally with saying anything back. The door slide open as soon as Jakob was within the sensory range, then closed after he left.

"Yes, of course Mom." I said, the added a quick, fake yawn. "Later."

Turning around myself, I left through another door, and found myself in an unfamiliar hallway. I guess I wasn't actually planning on going to have a nap. I just wanted to be alone for a while.

"Hey, Kiera!" I heard Trey's voice behind me as I walked down an adjacent hall. "Wait up!"

Ugh. No, Trey. Not now. I sped up slightly, and turned down another hall, hoping he wouldn't see me.

"Seriously, Kiera!" He sounded tired. "Where the hell are you going? Can you stop?"

No, I will not stop.

I kept walking, until a door beeped and slid open. I entered, unsure of where it was.

I found myself in the Officers' Mess. It was as we left it; nothing moved, touched, used, or out of place.

I heard footsteps behind me, slowing down as Trey came up behind me.

"Why didn't you stop?"

So much for being alone. "I didn't hear you," I lied.

Trey took of his helmet, and rolled his eyes. His hair was flattened and sticking up in multiple places. With the scowl he had on his face, Trey certainly had a unique appearance.

"Yeah, right." He sucked in a deep breath. "So this is where the food is?"

"Yeah, I believe so." I felt kind of bad for ignoring him, but I pushed the feelings away. He didn't seem to care now away with food on his mind.

"Well, I sure am hungry." He said, walking over to the counter. Setting the helmet onto it, Trey called out: "Hey, Keating! Where is the food?"

Keating responded almost instantly. "For the sake of supplies, start with MRE's. In the cupboards, you'll have a variety of MRE's to choose from." He materialized by the fridge, arms clasped behind his back in a relaxing manner. "There are not the best, but they serve their purpose." Keating then disappeared, leaving me alone again with Trey.

"Alright." Trey rubbed his gauntleted hands together. "Food."

Opening the fridge, he bent down, and inspected the neat array of meals. His armour jostled as he pulled out and read the contents of the packages.

He straightened back up, and frowned. "They don't seem good."

"They aren't good", I replied. "We got to try some at the academy. Ugh." I scrunched my face in remembrance at the taste.

"So what's this academy you went to anyways?" Trey asked, pulling out a MRE.

"The typical military one."

Moving over to a table, he sat down, and motioned for me to join him. Complying, I took the seat across from him.

I watched him tear open the corner of the package, and pull the contents out. I made a guess he would go straight for the candy bar.

Arranging everything in front of him, Trey confirmed my guess and grabbed the candy bar. "Is this good?"

"Probably the most enjoyable thing out of everything."

He removed the wrapped eagerly and took a bite. Chewing, he said to me: "So, you were born on Reach."

"Yes, same as you."

"How old are you?" Swallowing, he took another bite of the candy bar, staring at me all the while.

I narrowed my eyes. "17."

Trey's eyes widened slightly in surprise. "Really?"

Remembering the two marines earlier, I went straight to the point. "Yes, really. How old are you?"

"Also 17."

"Ah, cool."

We sat in silence, him eating and me doing nothing. I squirmed in my seat a bit, trying to get comfortable in this awkward moment.

Trey finished the candy bar, and moved onto something else. I tapped my fingers in a rhythm on the table, considering what to do next.

"Well," I decided. "I think I'm actually going to go now."

He looked up from the food, crumbling falling down from the corner of his mouth onto the chest piece. "Uhh, okay. Nice talking to you, I guess."

"Yep." I stood up, neatly tucked in my chair, and turned around to leave.

"Wait, Kiera!"

Turning back, I looked to Trey. He was half-stood up, leaning over the table. "Uhh, so, we're cool?"

"Sure." I laughed in disbelief, and turned to leave for the second time when he interrupted me again.

"Really?" Trey half-smiled, seemingly unsure.

"You know, Trey." I began to say, smirking. "You look really hot in that ODST armour."

His eyes widened again in surprise. "Really?" Now he seriously sounded unsure.

Laughing again, I replied. "Ha. No."

* * *

><p><strong>*Keating's POV*<strong>

As an AI, it's puzzling to discover something and not immediately have the answer.

After Sarah left the bridge with her nagging questions: "Keating, blablabla"; "Keating, blablablabla" I had to take a break. Not to be rude, but even an AI such as myself can get tired from too many questions.

Sighing, I rummaged virtually through the ship to see where everyone was; Jakob and Sarah each in his and her own respective cabins, whereas Trey and Kiera were together in the Officer's mess.

"Interesting," I murmured to myself. "I wonder what will become of them."

Passing the time I had in slipspace, I ran another system check throughout the UNSC Nightingale, and came up with the same thing as before.

"A virus?" I asked myself. Delving further into the code, I began to immerse in it. "No, not a virus. A program."

I stripped the lines of code apart, and analyzed them. It had access to audio records, video records, and all reports; it transmitted them back to a fixed location on Earth.

Breaking down the firewall that contained the location, I discovered it led Brian Mowry's office.

Unsure why it did, I took a brief millisecond to decide why.

"Brian installed his own software to .. check up on us?"

I sat back a moment, and thought. "Makes sense, in a way .. but why monitor us if we already report back to him?"

I was slightly confused by the program. I would eventually report everything back to Brian anyways ..

"Oh, bother." I closed the system check, and did another personal check. Jakob and Sarah hadn't left their rooms. Kiera left for her room, Trey was in his room, making several heroic poses in his armor.

I decided not to tell the crew, seeing how I was already present in the ship; watching and hearing everything.

Brian probably just wants connections here to stay up-to-date on what we're doing. A plausible reason.

Satisfied, I began looking at deserted UNSC ship wrecks, somewhat busying myself with the data they presented, in hopes that they contained John-117, so that we may all returned home without trouble.
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_Chapter Six: Sarai II_

***Trey's POV***

"So, that's it then?"

Keating nodded. "That's the planet. It once housed an ONI research base, but that went dark over a century ago. It was a highly classified base, and the single record of the base was lost for 95 years. When it was recovered, the war was still raging-"

"I don't care," I said, looking over to the AI. "History isn't something that I really care for."

The AI raised an eyebrow. "Really? Yet you can name most of the older famous actors, some dead for over five centuries."

I shrugged. "Just a talent, I guess."

"Well, there's some good news and some bad news," Jakob said as he walked into the bridge, clad in his arctic ODST armor. "Which do you want first?"

"Well, bad news first. That'll make me depressed, then the good news can cheer me up."

He rolled his eyes behind his unpolarized visor. "Bad news is that we've picked up Covenant signatures on the planet. The good news, is that-"

"-that they're undergoing their training," Keating finished. "There are a few officers, and two Generals planetside, but the rest are trainees. Should you come into conflict, you may be able to stand your ground."

Jakob sighed. "Thanks, Keating. That's almost exactly what I was going to say."

The AI smiled. "Just reminding you that I am part of the ship."

"So," I said, pointing out the window at the giant ball of ice and snow that we would have to land on. "That's the planet that supposedly holds the Master Chief."

"That's the theory," Jakob acknowledged. "And we're going to be the ones that bring him home." He paused, letting that sink in. "So, let's head to the armory to pick out some weapons. The ladies should be done changing into the armor."

"I already know what weapon I'm taking."

"No rocket launchers."

"Damn it."

I was already shivering when they opened the back hatch of the Pelican. The first thing I saw was white. Snow covered pretty much everything on the whole planet. Off in the distance, I could see the contrasting black of some craggy mountains, but that was it.

"So, where's this ship that we're here for?" I asked, scanning the landscape passing beneath us. We were still a few hundred meters off the ground. "I assume that we shouldn't be looking for a giant neon sign or anything."

An aerial view of the terrain suddenly appeared on my HUD. The Pelican was marked with all four of our IFF tags, and the ship looked like a small dot. Then the view zoomed out where I couldn't even see the Pelican. "The remains of the wrecked frigate are exactly 342.54 meters from our designated landing zone," Keating explained, highlighting a small area of snow on the map. "Heavy snow has completely submerged the frigate in snow, thus making entry difficult. However, the ship is at an angle, so at the highest part of the ship the snow is only four feet deep, making it the best entrance."

Jakob shifted in his seat, tightly grasping his DMR. "And what's the catch?"

"The catch is that the entrance is inside of the Covenant's training ground." Keating then added a red circle on the map. "This is the Covenant's territory. Your best bet would be to navigate around it, but if that fails then you might have to go straight through it. And trust me, that's not what you want."

"Agreed," Sarah said from the cabin. "Should it come to that, you got anything for the hingeheads?"

"I can bring the ship down into atmosphere and fire some of the air-to-ground missiles at them," Keating answered. "But you should use the Pelican before it comes to that. It's armed with a machine gun and some rockets. That should be enough to get you out of that situation, if you leave someone to pilot it, of course."

Sarah turned to her daughter. "You'll be staying here for the duration of the mission, okay?" Kiera nodded. "You know how to fly this, right?"

"I can, but if you need some firepower then I'll need a copilot."

Jakob looked at me from behind his unpolarized visor. "That's why you'll be staying here as well," he told me. "I think we already went over that, though."

I nodded, unbuckling the strap and rising to my feet. At first, it was a bit difficult to have to adjust to walking onboard a moving vehicle, but using the handles built into the roof I was able to keep from flying out the back.

I pulled the BR55 from my back and secured it onto the weapon rack behind the cabin. "When are we touching down?" I asked, peering into the Pelican's cockpit. "We're almost there, right?"

"Relax, we're beginning to descend now," Sarah assured me, adjusting some of the controls. "ETA is five minutes."

"Where exactly are we landing? There's nothing out here that looks safe."

"That old ONI base that was here," Kiera answered. "It's the only place that we could find where the weight of the Pelican wouldn't sink down to where we couldn't get it out."

I shrugged. It made sense. "So...Sarah," I started, hesitating on whether or not to call her Mrs. Free, "You've had military experience, right?"

She nodded. "I fought the aliens during the war. Given it was mostly piloting, but I did do a bit of combat on the ground."

"Were you good?"

"Of course. I'm still alive to tell about it, aren't I?"

She did have a point there. "I just thought I'd ask. I'll need you to keep Jakob from doing something stupid and getting himself killed."

"No problem. And you might want to return to your seat and strap yourself in again. We're about to come down for the landing."

I returned to my seat and buckled up. The Pelican was roughly fifty feet off the ground now, and still getting slower and slower. The back landing gear extended out, and the Pelican came to a sudden stop in mid air, before lowering to the ground.

"We've arrived at our destination," Sarah said over the Pelican's intercoms. "We hope you enjoyed flying with _Nightingale _Airlines, and we hope you fly with us again."

"That has to be the most overused joke there is," Jakob muttered, unstrapping himself and standing up. He checked the DMR's clip, before putting it on his back. Grabbing his ammo bag from the netting above his seat, Jakob slung it over his shoulder and jumped out into the snow. The snow came halfway up to his knees. "It's not as deep as I was expecting."

Sarah joined him in the snow. "We're on the landing pad. Once we're off and into the open it'll get a lot deeper then. Some parts maybe even up to our necks."

Their camo armor made them almost disappear. Up close, I could still make out the gray splotches, but that's pretty much all. "So, um...have a good time," I said, waving. Kiera walked up beside me to see them off as well.

Sarah pointed at me. "Kiera, if he tries to do anything inappropriate, I give you full permission to punch him in the balls."

"Hey!" I protested. "I'm not-"

"Sarah, he's my kid. You don't get to give permission," Jakob said. "Kiera, if he tries anything funny, I give you full permission to _shoot _him in the balls."

I groaned and leaned against the wall. We hadn't even been on this planet for more than five minutes, and already I was getting the normal bullcrap that I was used to. I looked down at the piece of armor covering the lower region of my torso. "This thing is bulletproof, right? I want to be sure in case of a misunderstanding."

Jakob sighed and turned back to the wastes of snow. "Trey, I would come over there and cuff you on the back of the neck, like normal, but I have far more important things on my mind right now." He started walking away. Sarah shot one last look back at us and then ran to catch up to him. Kiera and I watched as they got smaller and smaller until they disappeared on the horizon.

"Are you getting that feeling?" Kiera asked, eyes despondately on the place where her mother had vanished.

"What feeling?"

"That you may never see them again."

I shrugged. "I used to get that feeling all the time, back whenever I did a space walk into a ruined ship. I always got the feeling that I would float away or the ship would malfunction or explode or something, leaving me stranded in space. But, eventually I outgrew that feeling. It became replaced with another feeling. Horror."

She looked up at me with a look of small interest. Her mind was still on the fact that her mother could be killed in the next few hours, but she was trying to ignore it. "Horror?"

"Some of the ships still had their dead aboard. There's no oxygen, bacteria, or anything in space so in breached ships the dead never decomposed." I sighed. This was getting to the point of where I didn't want to continue. "I saw bodies thirty years old that still held the looks of pain and fear of when they died."

Kiera looked up at me, sympathy across her face. Whether or not it was fake or real, I couldn't tell. Given the circumstances, I went with read. "That's horrible," she said. "I don't think I could keep my sanity for long after seeing something like that."

I shrugged. "The only reason that I'm still mentally stable is that I have seen far worse than that. My mind can't even understand what I saw that day. It was just too..."

"Do you want to...um talking about it?"

I shook my head, staring off into space, lost in the horrid memory. "I can't." I returned my attention to the present. "So, um...what do we do now?"

"I guess we wait," Kiera replied, walking back to the cabin. "I need to give you the basic rundown of how the weapons work should the event that we need them arise."

Figuring that I had nothing better to do, I followed her to the cabin to learn how to use the Pelican's destructive weaponry.

To be honest, it was a lot easier than I had initially thought. This screen controls the machine gun, this one controls the missiles, and this one sent out a flare, to sum it up. I was glad that I was in and out within ten minutes.

I exited the Pelican, jumping from the troop hatch on the crisp snow. It crunched under my feet, and I sank down to my knees. "I thought that this would've been much deeper," I muttered to myself, wading forward a few feet. "After all, this whole planet is a giant snowball."

"Actually, you're walking on a layer of more solid snow under the top layer," Keating corrected. I could sense the annoyance on his face from all the way down here. "The planet orbits the sun at a perfect distance; the lower layers remain cool enough to say together, while the top layers melt away and are replaced simultaneously. So, the planet isn't a giant snowball. Sorry to kill your fun."

At first, I was annoyed by the AI always eavesdropping on our conversations, but at least this time he had given me a somewhat decent idea. Several seconds later, I held my creation in my hand. "This is going to be fun."

Keating sighed. "Really Trey?" he asked, his voice sounding as if he were tired and stressed. Probably had something to do with running the op and commenting on my newly formed plan. "You have far more important this to focus on at the moment."

I shrugged. "I know. I'm just really bored, and this is a really good idea." I turned back to the Pelican. "Hey Kiera! Can you come out here for a moment?"

"What is it, Trey? I'm busy," Kiera replied.

"Just trust me, you need to see this."

Kiera walked out of the cabin and over to the edge of the troop bay. She had her hands folded across her chest, and if I could see her face I knew that it would probably show a sign of agitation. "What so important?"

"Surprise!" I shouted, hurling my secret weapon at her. The snowball impact dead on her helmet, and she staggered back a step or two.

Kiera groaned as she wiped the snow off her visor. "Really? Trey, you're so immature." She turned and walked back into the Pelican, leaving me standing there alone, with everything still execpt for the falling snowflakes.

"What did I tell you?" asked Keating, his 'I-told-you-so' tone dominant. "I told you that that wasn't going to go over well, and that you should have abandoned the action."

"You never said that," I corrected. Believe it or not, it's actually quite satisfying to correct an artificial intelligence. "All you said was that I had more important things to worry about. You never said one thing about that being a bad idea."

There was a silence. Wait, did I actually have Keating at a loss for words? "Oh, um sorry..." Keating apologized. "Jakob and Sarah needed me for a few seconds." Ah damn. It was a nice thought anyway. "But, I implied that it was a bad idead by saying that you needed to focus on more important things, did I not?"

I shook my head. "Whatever, I'm sure there are more important things than fighting with an AI. And I'm sure that there's something more important that you need to be doing, rather than aruguing with me, right?"

"Trey, I'm sensing that you're upset," Keating said, opting not to answer my question. "You're blood pressure seems to have risen slightly, and your sudden increase in tone validate my point. May I ask what is making you upset? Perhaps I could assist you in rectifying it."

"Like you care."

"Well, we can do this the hard way, or you can tell me. Your choice," Keating offered.

"It's none of your business, Keating," I almost yelled. "Why don't you stop bothering me, and make sure that this operation is running smoothly?"

The AI tsked. "You've gone from upset to aggressive. However, I noticed that the first signs of you becoming upset was right after you were called immature. Perhaps this sudden change in emotion has something to with Miss Kiera?"

Let me ask a simply question. Have you ever wanted to punch someone in the face, but they were in space and you were on the planet? If so, don't you just hate that feeling of hate that you get towards that person, one that you can't exact any anger on?

"Look, I told you to stay out of it. Don't make me-"

"Fair enough," Keating interrupted. "I will let this topic drop. But before I leave you, I need to inform you that Sarah and Jakob are on their way back to the Pelican. Their initial route was cut off by a Covenant patrol, and I suggested an alternate route through the remains of the old ONI base." Keating then held to his promise, and disconnected from the comms.

Okay, I know that he could still hear us and talk to us, but at least he wasn't on my private channel bugging me about something.

I folded my arms and looked up at the pale gray sky, watching the snowflakes fall the to ground. It had been awhile since I had last seen a sight like this. Hell, I could distinctly remember the time. It was on Reach, and Josh, Amber, Krystal, Lucas, and I had gone camping up in the mountains over a year ago. It was also the day when the Covenant attacked. But that's another story for another time.

"I wish I had some hot chocolate," I muttered, still looking up at the endless cascade of white dots falling like ash from a volcano.


	7. Frozen

_Chapter 7: Frozen_

***Kiera's POV***

God, my hands were cold. Even with the ODST armour, I felt cold. At least the ODST armour fit nicely. It was just like the practice suit I had in the academy, except the camo was sweet. It blended perfectly in with the snow environment.

Thinking back to the conversation with Trey, I grimaced, feeling bad for being rude. Deciding to apologize and see what else he was up to, I looked outside the Pelican.

Wind blew swirls of snow outside as I stood up from my seat to walk to the back hatch of the Pelican. Squinting, I tried to see past the bright, white flakes until my visor polarized itself. "Thank-you." I sighed. I walked further down the ramp until I reached the edge.

He was standing outside, packing down an area of snow, probably out of boredom.

"Hey." I stepped outside and stopped.

"Sup." He continued to pack the snow down.

I didn't know what else to say so I joined him in packing the snow down by starting at the opposite side he was. As I packed the snow down, I realized I should just apologize and prep for the mission. Turning around, I went to speak but he was gone.

Opening up a private COMs with Trey, I said: "Hey .. Trey, you there?" Not receiving a response, I stepped forward into one of his own footprints outside the packed circle in hopes of him seeing me. "Trey, respond."

Getting annoyed, I walked around the Pelican still following his knee-deep prints to find myself at the ramp again without him. "Trey, I swear, if you randomly decided to go out on your own-"

I got hit from behind, not with a hard hit but soft enough to not hurt. I went to go cover my head, but ducked slightly instead, to avoid another hit. I turned around, facing the direction in which the object came from until something larger hit me from the front, pushing me back.

I fell on my back, only to feel that urge to get back on my feet. Something was pinning me down, and I couldn't get up. I could make out someone, so I reached up with my arms to push that person off.

"No! I am not immature! I am awesome!"

I stopped fighting, and read the tag my visor was giving me. "Trey? What the hell? Get off!"

He propped himself onto his knees, still above me. Reaching out, he grabbed a handful of snow, and formed a snowball. "I am not immature. I am making the best of what I was given. It's just you and me, while Jakob and Sarah are off on their own having a grand ol' time. You, are being too mature."

"Me?" I laughed. "Being mature is not a bad thing. Now get off."

"Make me." Trey raised the snowball up, ready to throw it down on my face. I didn't feel too threatened in the ODST suit, but he was a persistent, if not an annoying little thing.

I rocked my hips up to get him off balance. Trey dropped the snowball to rest his hands on the ground when I pushed him off to the side. He landed beside me on my right. Propping myself up, I swung myself over-top of him as he rolled on his bank. I locked my legs under his hips to ensure I won't get pushed off.

"Whoa, Kiera, what-"

"Shut up." I grabbed a handful of snow and made a snowball. Seeing this, Trey tried to push me off but failed when I dropped the snowball to pin his hands with my knees.

"What, are, you, doing?"

"I ..." I stopped talking. What was I doing? What am I doing? "I actually came out to apologize..."

He looked at me, confused. "Wait, you call this apologizing?"

I felt the heat rise to my cheeks, embarrassed. What the hell am I doing?

"Can you get off .. ?" He asked slowly, as if I couldn't hear.

"Yeah, sure." I said quietly, and stood up. As I turned to go back into the Pelican to forget everything, I heard Trey laugh as he stuck his leg out, tripping me.

I hit the ground with a thud. I angrily pushed myself up, and dropped myself back onto Trey.

"Kiera, stop. I was kidding." He laughed nervously. "But if you want, you can sit there anytime." I swear even though I couldn't see his face, I knew he winked.

"Were you?" I unpolarized my visor. "I didn't think you were."

He also unpolarized his own visor, and met my gaze. "Okay, so what? What're you going to do to me Kiera Free?"

I looked around me, hoping to find some sort of object I could hit Trey with. With nothing but snow in sight, I made a snowball, and aimed for his head.

"Oh, a snowball? Okay, throw it. Hit me with your best shot." Trey stopped, to start shaking his shoulders to a beat. "Oh yeah, hit me with your best shot. Fire awaaay!"

"You really are immature." I knew I wouldn't do any damage with his helmet on, so I thought on a new plan on the spot. Setting the snowball on the ground, I leaned forward to get closer to his visor. Trey immediately looked surprised; his eyes widened, mouth somewhat open. As I got closer, he sighed nervously, eyes following my movement.

I almost laughed, knowing exactly what he was thinking.

As I got close to his face, I paused a moment, and tipped up his helmet. As it was pulled back, it revealed his neck; I saw goosebumps form as the coldness hit the skin. Taking a handful of snow, I smiled at him, and then sprinkled it onto his neck.

"What the hell? Stop!" He yelled at I dumped the handful of snow onto his skin. I laughed, and stood up, letting him rush to his feet. Stepping back, I brushed the snow off my armour while Trey peeled off his helmet to get rid of the remaining snow.

"That's not funny Kiera." He said angrily, as he took his padded glove and wiped it away.

"But I was only kidding." I teasingly said back, enjoying the moment. "By the way, you have helmet hair." I walked up into the Pelican to sit down again, letting the moment go with a smile.

He came back into the Pelican, helmet back on his head. He sat down across from me, arms folded against his chest.

"Mad?" I grinned. "No, Trey. Don't be mad, be awesome." I laughed again, only to stop. "Wait, you are awesome, right?

"You've made your point, Kiera. You won."

"That I did." I smugly replied, glad I got the upperhand. "Keating? Status update on Sarah and Jakob."

"Like I told Trey earlier, before you two had your fun, Jakob's and Sarah's initial route was cut off by a Covenant patrol, so they are on their way back to the Pelican to go a different way. They should be back in a few minutes." Keating spoke up. "If you want, I can link a COMS channel to your mother Sarah so that you may speak to her in you wish."

I leaned back, resting my head against the side of the Pelican. "No thanks, I can wait."

"Will do." With that, Keating left me in silence with Trey again.

Trey shuffled his feet, and let his chin droop down to his chest as he relaxed. I watched him to see if he would say anything. When he didn't, I spoke up.

"Trey, look. I didn't mean that you were immature. That was kind of rude .. " I continued to watch him, waiting for a response.

He sat up straighter, and looked at me. "Thank-you Kiera."

"You are welcome Trey. And sorry about the snow-thing."

He leaned forward. "No you're not."

"Yeah, Im not. That was funny."

"Kiera, come in. This is Sarah. ETA two minutes to the Pelican."

I steered myself away from the conversation with Trey to focus. "Roger that, Sarah. See you soon. Should we prep the Pelican to go?"

"No need, just a change of plans. We need a different route. Talk to you soon anyways."

"Okay, bye .. then." I left the COM link and focused on Trey. "Jakob and Sarah will be here in about .. one minute now."

He shuffled in his seat a bit before speaking. "Sounds good."

I didn't reply. Instead, I got up to grab a DMR to get ready in case they finally wanted me to come along and help. I practiced reloading it until I was precise and smooth. Trey got up behind me and opened another case of weapons.

"Aha! Rocket launcher!" He whooped, and picked it up. "Aw, yeah. This is definitely sweet."

I immediately looked at him, staring. "Trey ..." I began. "No. Put it back."

Trey sighed, and briefly admired it. "I know, I know. Fine. Battle Rifle it is then."

"They're here, troops." Keating announced just as I turned to see Sarah and Jakob walk up the ramp. They're artic ODST armour seemed even more real as snow fell off and onto the floor when they walked up to us. Keating opened a COMs channel to everyone. "Should I brief Kiera and Trey on the new plan as well?"

Jakob glanced to Sarah who thought for a moment before nodding. "Yes, we should take them with us. They are a part of the team after all."

I nodded to her, expressing my gratitude. Finally.

"Alright," Keating began. "Since the original route was cancelled due to a Covenant patrol, we will go through the old ONI base ruins here which should provide cover until we are close enough to the location of the crashed ship to emerge from the base and board it. Any questions?"

"Yeah, wouldn't there be Covenant?" Trey asked, shouldering his Battle Rifle. "They are on this planet, so Im sure that they would have discovered the base."

"It's possible," Keating said. "But considering how well the base is concealed in the snow and how cold the planet's average temperature, Im sure any scans would have brought up nothing."

"Fair enough." Jakob said, speaking up. "Im ready to roll. Are you two ready?" He looked to me and Trey.

"Yes, sir." I said, and shouldered my DMR. "I just need to pick up extra ammo before we go."

"Uh, yeah, me too." Trey chimed in, stepping towards the crates.

"Alright, meet Jakob and I outside then when you're good." Sarah said, before she walked out down the ramp, Jakob following.

I approached the ammo crates from behind and stood beside Trey as he picked out clips. I did the same, and began collecting clips when Trey asked: "So, Kiera. Are you scared?"

I paused, and looked to him to see if he was serious. He kept picking out clips until he reached the limit and closed up his pouch before he met my gaze. "What?"

"Nothing," I said, and looked back . "And no. Should be fine, as long as we don't encounter any Covenant armies in the base." Turning back to the task, I finished filling my pouch with ammo before stepping back. Trey was still watching me, not saying anything.

"What?" I half-smiled, half-laughed, unsure. "Are you ready to .. go?"

"Uh, yeah, sure." He stepped away and left the Pelican.

"Alrighty." I shrugged, and closed the pouch before following behind Trey. "Hey, are you nervous?" I fell in step beside him, as we walked outside. The wind must have picked up as the snow blew around the Pelican and down in front of is, distorting my view of Jakob and Sarah.

"Meh."

Okay then. "Well, Im not sure if you've done anything like this-"

"I explored wrecked ships in the middle of space, Kiera."

"Right, I remember."

My radar blipped, and a waypoint appeared. "I'll be guiding you, so I won't get you lost. It looks like a blizzard is forming, so I suggest you form a line."

"Good plan." I heard Sarah over the COMs. "I'll take point. Jakob follow, Trey next, and Kiera last."

Snow squalls began taking form as I let Trey cut in front of me so I could maintain the last position. Opening a private COMs channel with Trey, I wanted to keep the conversation going. "Look, about our earlier conversation." I contemplated the write wording when Trey spoke.

"What about it?"

"If you do ever want to talk about it, Im here. You're my teammate."

"I know."

I left it at that, and left the private channel. He was obviously thinking about something, and I didn't want to push him. I peered at the radar and found that we were all in order, heading for the waypoint.

The wind grew stronger, and I found myself bracing against it. Checking to see if Trey was still ahead of me, I looked for his footprints to step in them. As I did, the snow enveloped me up to my thigh. "How far?" I whispered to myself, trying to lift my knee high enough to push through the height of the snow.

"Right there." Sarah pointed out to me. A structure was briefly shown as the wind flickered and snow stopped billowing before it covered again from my sight.

"Sarah's right. Follow that wall once you reach it a few metres to your right and there'll be an entrance there." Keating said. "And soon enough, you'll be out of this snow."

Remembering how packed the snow was at the Pelican, I extended my arm out to grab another handful. Clenching my fist, I released pressure and was pleased to see that it was still packed. "Do you wanna build a snowman?" I sang quietly, and dropped the oddly shaped snow before continuing on.

"I haven't built a snowman in years." Jakob chuckled.

"I haven't built a snowman at all." Trey sighed. "Not that I want to, anyways.

"We're here." My mother said, apparently oblivious to everything but the mission. Turning left, we followed her in our neatly kept, single-file line until we reached the door.

As we assembled around it, Keating pointed out the control panel. "Access that, and type in the code: THECOLDNEVERBOTHEREDMEANYWAYS."

"What a peculiar code," Sarah commented as she entered the code. With a blip, the door slid open, letting snow escape inside. "Sure is bothering me."

"Let's get in, troop." Jakob entered first with his weapon raised, searching for anything hostile. Once he cleared it, he motioned us in with a hand. Trey walked in before me, with Sarah last. The door closed, cutting off the incoming snow flakes and light, leaving us in the dark.

"Now," Trey inquired. "Where's that light switch?"


	8. Scout

_Chapter Eight: Scout_

***Trey's POV***

I moved my hand on the icy cold metal wall, searching for the light switch. After several seconds of silence, my hand brushed against a metal box mounted on the metal wall. "Found it," I announced, flipping the switch.

The lights above flickered and sparked. Some blew out while others remained on, their light weak and buzzing. The room we were in was obvious the vehicle bay, as there were the remains of several Warthogs and other old vehicles laying around in there.

"Holy shit," Sarah breathed, apparently at a sight that I hadn't seen. When my eyes saw them, it was like a rush of deja vu.

The dead bodies were old, that much was obvious. The remains of their clothing was dirty and rotting, and some were missing their clothing altogether. The bodies were mummies, the cold temperature preserving the skin in a somewhat decent state. They were still decomposed beyond recognition. Skin clung to their bones, hair was still stuck in the heads of people, fingers were bony if they were there, and their expressions of pain was still plastered to their faces.

It was nothing I hadn't seen before. I was used to seeing this type of stuff on the wrecked ships that Jakob and I salvaged. Looking over to my adoptive father, I tried to see his reaction to the sight, but his helmet was polarized. Both he and Sarah simply took in the sight, while Kiera had her hand to her mouth in shock. Or rather to the mouth part of her helmet, to be exact.

"What the hell happened here?" Sarah finally spoke up, walking through the snowy graveyard. "Looks like they all froze to death." She passed by body after body, looking for any clue to what had caused their deaths. Upon reaching one body in particular, she kicked something out from under a layer of snow. "What do you make of that?" she asked, nodding to the Assault Rifle she'd unearthed.

"It's an older model," Jakob instantly stated. "Note that the stock is wider and shorter, and that there isn't an ammo counter." I rolled my eyes. Here we go, the gun experts analysis of an age old gun. "The trigger guard is much like that of a modern DMR, the barrel is shorter, the flashlight isn't built in, and to top it all off, it wasn't built by the Misriah Armory."

We all stared at him for a few seconds. "You done?" I asked, slightly sarcastic, somewhat honestly.

"By that information, I would estimate that the gun is at least 150 years old," Jakob finished, reaching down and taking the weapon. He held it over to the light, and let out a breath of wonder. "This is an L14 Assault Rifle, constructed by the Fowl Industries weapon branch. This gun is worth at least a couple of grand today." With that, he put the weapon on his back. "I'm keeping it."

"Um...would that even do any damage to the Covenant?" I asked. "As you said, the thing is at least a century and a half old, before the aliens and all that."

"Truthfully, I don't care" said Jakob. "This thing is a collectable, and I've always wanted one." He pointed over to the door that Keating had marked earlier as our route. "You know, let's just keep going. I don't think Kiera's taking the scenic view too well."

Kiera nodded in agreement, then shuddered. Whether it was cold or fear that made her shiver I couldn't tell. Either way, I wasn't too excited about the corpses either. "I set this thing to thermals," she went on, tapping her helmet. "Now all I see is a bunch of blue."

"It's better than all this bland white," muttered Jakob, as he began leading the group to the door.

"Hey Kiera, if you need a hug, I right here," I offered, spreading my arms wide in a welcoming gesture. There was an awkward silence for several seconds, and I caught Sarah glaring at me. "What?"

"I guess now's a good a time as any for a quick combat lesson." He walked while he talked. "Aim for the head on any unshielded aliens. If their shields are still up, then hit them where ever you can until they're drained.." Reaching into his pouch, he produced a silver cylinder. "Make sure you have silencers on your weapons, and wait until either Sarah or I gives the order to take the shot. ONI wants as little evidence as possible left behind in case the Elites can used it as propaganda or something start another war." He clapped his hands together and turned to face us. "Now, I assume that you and Kiera had some weapons training, correct?"

I rolled my eyes. Momentarily, I was glad for the helmet. If Jakob had seen the eye-roll, he would've asked that asinine question that he does whenever I roll my eyes: Does rolling you eyes that much give you a headache? "Correct dude. Kiera went to that military academy, and you yourself taught me some of it. And even if our weapons are silenced, we're still using human bullets. Quite a far stretch from plasma. The aliens would be able to figure it out."

Jakob shrugged. "Hey. We're working with what we got. Now, as you all know..."

And thus, we spent the next half-hour wandering through a body filled base while Jakob raddled on and on about certain weapon procedures, which weapons work against what, and all that. To be honest, I was expecting this talk from Sarah, given that she was our resident war veteran.

"I can't believe that he's _still _talking," Kiera muttered, as we walked down another hallway. There weren't any bodies here, so that eased up on some of the tension. "Trey, if I shot Jakob, you'd be okay with that, right?"

"No, because _I_ want to shoot him."

"Don't we all?" Sarah agreed.

"...and then I pulled out my old M6C and started taking shots at him..." Jakob had gone from talking about combat scenarios to telling the story about the time that some Insurrectionists had mistaken him for a UNSC general while he was in an outhouse. Long story, don't ask.

"Is he like this all of the time?" asked Sarah, rubbing her neck. "if he is, then it's a miracle that someone hasn't shot him yet."

I smiled at the remark. For once, people were talking about shooting someone other than myself. "He's usually only like this when we're at bars and places like that," I answered. "Most of the time, he's got three or four girls with him at the time, and he's drunker than a redneck on New Years. But yeah, he is like that a lot."

"I thought you said you're seventeen," Kiera said, a hint of confusion in her voice.

"I am," I answered. Of course they would realize that I wasn't old enough to go into bars and places like that yet. "But, it's really easy to say that I'm eighteen. One year off. Jakob even made me a fake ID. Works like a charm."

"But you have to be 21 to legally enter a bar," Sarah said, looking over her shoulder back at me.

That was news to me. "You do? Since when?"

* * *

><p>We had exited the base, and were now standing on a small icy cliff over looking nothing. Jakob pointed to one angular shaped snow dune. "See that? That's her, the beauty that may hold our fortunes!"<p>

"I hate to burst your bubble," said Kiera, rubbing her arms to warm herself up, "but all I see is snow, snow and more snow."

"Holy shit!" I shouted, pointing off into the distance. "Look! More snow!"

Jakob cuffed me on the back of the neck, and I instinctively ducked away. He really needed to stop doing that. It was embarrassing in front of the ladies. "Trey, we don't have time for your idiocy."

"But we have time for yours?" I shot back, folding my arms. "But seriously, where's the ship?"

"It's right there," Jakob replied, pointing to a certain patch of snow. It appeared to be more angular, and when you zoomed in with your helmet, you could see parts were the metal of the ship was poking out. "But the problem now is getting there. The Covenant has their little training camps all around here."

"Wasn't this alternate route supposed to get us past that?"

Jakob shrugged. "Well, yeah. But the Covenant is completely surrounding the ship. This way is where the least are."

"But we still need someone to scout out the camps," Sarah said, forcing a large, long white metal object into my hands. "Here kid, this'll be a great learning experience for you. Just make sure that our path is clear, and that we won't run into any aliens."

I looked down at the SRS in my hands, and several things ran through my mind. First: Holy crap, an actual sniper rifle! Second: What am I even supposed to do with this? Third: I don't know how to use this. Fourth: Holy crap, and actual sniper rifle!

"Um...what do I do with this?" I asked, taking into my hands and shifting the weight around. I had to get the feel of it in case I needed to use the weapon. "You want me to pick off some aliens?"

"No," Sarah said, shaking her head. "We're not killing any aliens unless we have to. Trey, I need you to simply observe the Covenant's camp out there, and then Keating will find us a route."

I wrinkled my brow in confusion. "I thought you already had a route planned. That's why we took this route. To get to the already planned route."

"Well, yeah but we still need to find the best route," she explained. "And we need to know what numbers we're dealing with. Like ten aliens or ten-thousand aliens. Keating already had a route, but we should check for a better one."

"I will assure you," the AI said over the comms, "the one I picked is the best. I checked at least 343 times on each of them, and each time the one I suggest is the best one."

"AIs," I muttered under my breath. "What would we do without them?"

"All you have to do is simply go over to the vantage point, and scout out the area," Sarah said. "Then you'll come back and we'll be on our way to the ship."

"Sounds just great." I began stalking toward the blue diamond on my HUD, keeping the SRS tight in my hands. The weapon had a silencer on the end, and the white camo on it made it look slightly out of place.

What they had neglected to tell me that the vantage point was a small icy outcrop roughly a hundred meters from the base's exit door. Trudging through the snow, I slowly made my way to the location. There was a nervous feeling settling into the pit of my stomach. I was alone and far from my help. While they could arrive soon, knowing the Covenant that might be too late. Upon reaching the small outcrop, the first thing I noticed was the small purple domes in the distance. The Covenant camp.

Going prone like the did in the old action movies, I flipped the Sniper Rifle's bipod down and planted it firmly on the ground. "That's that," I muttered, before peering down the scope. At first, it was still to far to make anything out, I increased the zoom. "Wow."

"What do you see?" Jakob asked. "How many? What type of weapons? Any vehicles?"

"Um, hang on." I took a look around their camp. Several Elites were practicing some form of hand-to-hand combat, while others were shooting plasma at targets. Two Elites were locked in a duel with Energy Swords while others were surrounding them. "Um...there's a lot more than I can count," I answered honestly. "Their weapons are Plasma Rifles, and those needle guns, and those...pretty much whatever they've been using. I don't see any vehicles though."

To be honest, it was hard to not watch the aliens. This was the first time that I got to see them without running from them in fear. Observing them proved to be quite interesting. As one of my old friends once said "Them aliens aren't as mean as they look. Deep down, I'm sure they're actually nice." From this distance, they didn't look as violent as they had before. Some were casually joking off to the side, probably talking about their wives or something. They seemed almost...human.

"Holy shit," I heard Sarah muttered. "Kid, don't move a muscle. Do not move one muscle or you may very well end up dead."

I didn't like the sound of that. Not one bit. "Why?" I asked, making sure to not move. Even if they were pulling a prank, I wasn't going to risk it. Now I might be stupid, but I'm not going to be that stupid.

"Should we show him?"

"I know him, he'll freak out and do something rash," Jakob said, answering Sarah's question. "But, not showing him will also cause him to get curious..." He sighed. "Can't we take it out some way?"

"Take what out?" I was starting to get nervous. There was something right above me, wasn't there. "Guys, seriously, what's going on?" When they didn't answer, I slowly took a deep breath, and let it out. I moved only my head, slowly twisting it around to look over my shoulder. What could possibly...

"Holy shit!" I shouted, then thanking the helmet's silenced comms system. If it hadn't been on, the Elite General standing over me would've heard and killed me. "Shoot it! Shoot it!"

"Trey, relax, we're working on it," Sarah assured me. "The three of us could take it, but I'm probably the best soldier here. Jakob and Kiera, they'll need some practice. And this is an Elite _General._ He didn't get that rank easily. He'll be a tough son of a bitch to take out. Perhaps our best option is to wait it out. It'll have to move on sometime."

I groaned. "This is great. Just great. No one seems concerned that I'm about to get shot and killed. And my leg is cramping. Please let it move on soon."

"Hey, it looks like the Elite's about to move," Jakob told us. "He's moving, he's moving...he's sitting down, he's leaning back..." Jakob's voice trailed off. "Um...Trey, you might be right. You might just be screwed."

"Oh come on! Do something! Don't just sit there!" I shouted at the Elite, hesitatingly drummed my fingers on my rifle, trying to keep my cool. Despite the ice planet, this was harder to do than I thought. But, fortunately snow had fallen on and around me, making me even more invisible. "Seriously, just do something. Anything!"

"Relax," Kiera said. "Just take some deep breaths, and close your eyes, and don't think about it."

I heard something shift behind me. The Elite was moving. Please be moving on, please be moving on, please be moving on, please be- I howled in pain. "He stepped on my leg! He stepped on my-"

* * *

><p>The Elite trudged through the snow. He hated this place. There was nothing here, other than the remains of a human base, a human ship, and a sole Covenant Cruiser. He'd been the lead of a smaller team sent to investigate the icy planet, but found nothing of interest. The human technology was outdated, and the Covenant Cruiser matched the markings of one that had disappeared ages ago.<p>

Just before he'd been able to leave, the Zealots decided that this would be a prime location for training in harsh terrain. Sangheili were cold-blooded creatures, and needed to keep themselves warmer than humans needed to. So if you didn't freeze to death after a week, then you might just make it as a soldier.

But, unfortunately in the case of our General here, he hated the cold. While it was normal for his species to hate the cold, he _hated _cold. Right now, he was wishing that he could glass this planet to make it warmer.

Looking down at the smaller tents off the cliff, he was grumbling to himself. "If we had put as much effort into the war against this damned cold as we do against the humans, then I would be much better off now," he mumbled, clutching his Plasma Rifle to his chest. Feeling the warmth of the internal battery and plasma was comforting, but the rest of him was still cold. But the General walked on, eventually deciding to rest on a small icy outcrop.

There was a bank of snow, and he sat down to give his feet a rest. It was a lot farther from the camp than it appeared to be. Returning his rifle to his hip, the General stood up, and walked closer to the edge of the cliff. He was practically stomping as he walked, fed up in his rage of the cold and his hatred of the Zealots.

One particular footfall, which one could describe as a forceful stomp, would change the Elite's life.

The Elite looked down. Something didn't feel right. That didn't feel like snow...he kicked some of the snow around with his foot, revealing a leg. He knew it very well from several years of active duty as a human leg. The human writhed in pain, knocking the rifle it was holding off the cliff.

Cocking his head to the side, the General looked down for a few seconds. This was certainly...unexpected. The human looked shorter than the average, and the General prayed that humans weren't sending their young into combat now. But then again, it wouldn't surprise him. Human imbeciles.

He shrugged. Whatever. He didn't care either way. Humans were humans, and the Storm Covenant were currently stuck fighting with them on all rare occasions. He clicked his mandibles and began reaching down for the human.

* * *

><p>I'd dropped my rifle, my leg had been crushed by an Elite, and that Elite was about to kill me. "Now will you do something?" I shouted, rolling over to see what I was dealing with. The Elite towered over me, golden armor shining in the sun. The snow falling around it also reflected the sunlight, making the scene look pretty badass.<p>

Huh. It's funny what you think when you're about to die.

The Elite reached down, trying to grab me. I squirmed, trying to escape its grasp. When it's had was inches from my body, a giant white blob flew from behind him, kicking the alien in the back and sending it sprawling off the cliff. Jakob grabbed his DMR from where it fell on the ground. "It'll be a while before they find that body," he muttered, offering his hand to me. "That was close wasn't it?"

"Close? That thing stepped on me! You don't get much closer than that," I replied, taking his hand and rising to my feet. The pain in my leg was now a dull throbbing, which was good since it meant it wasn't broken. But, it still hurt. After all, Elites do weight a ton. "Oh, and I dropped the rifle."

"We noticed," he said, leading the way back. Sarah and Kiera were leaning against the wall of the base, casually waiting for us. "Keating has the best route, so we'll be on our way."

"Correct," the AI said. "First, you'll have to travel through the last part of the ONI base, accessible from this location." A blue diamond appeared on our HUDs, marking door hidden on a wall. Apparently, we were in what was once the courtyard. "The good news is that this will put you close to the ship. The bad news is that there's a better chance that the Elites will be inside this section."

"Oh, that's just great," Jakob muttered, as he patted his chestplate. "Alright. I'm taking lead. Sarah will be bringing up the rear. Trey and Kiera, just stay in between the two of us. If Trey needs help moving with his injured leg, give him help."

"I can walk," I said. "It's a little painful, and there's probably going to be a scar." I leaned over to Kiera. "Chicks dig guys with battle wounds."

She shook her head. "Weak attempt."

I groaned. I thought at least one good thing would've come out of getting wounded. "Well then." I over-dramatically pointed at the area where the ship was wrecked. "Onward to the ship!"
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_Chapter 9: No Pain = Zero Gain_

***Kiera's POV***

The bodies everywhere made me want to vomit.

Some were at the point where they were unrecognizable with their faces hidden and their entire selves clothed in white frost; some facing upwards looked like they were simply asleep. Thank God their eyes were closed, as I could never bear to see their expressions as their final breath was drawn.

"We should move out." Keating mumbled, obviously uneasy to break the silence.

Jakob muttered agreeingly as he stepped over a body and to a door. "The waypoint is this way."

"We know, Jakob."

"Shut up, Trey."

With that being said, Sarah walked forward to take lead, Jakob waiting at the door. "Open when ready, Keating." She called out, and shouldered her gun.

The door's light flashed faintly under snow and the door slid open, letting the rising snow bank against the door to fall in.

"Kiera, move forward and clear the area." Sarah instructed. "Trey, you follow if the coast is clear."

"Aye, ma'am." Trey saluted. I walked past him, scanning the darkness that awaited beyond the door. Suddenly, my HUD switched to thermal, allowing me better vision.

Keating sang in my ear in a sing-songy voice: "You are welcome!"

"Oh. Thanks." I replied.

Silently grateful for the fewer bodies in here, I did a couple of sweeps throughout the room before calling Trey in.

He slowly walked forward, leaning on the door frame for support when he pushed through the small snow bank. "Who else is wishing for sunshine and warmth?"

"I think we all are," Sarah commented as she took some of Trey's weight and helped him further in the room. Jakob followed behind, covering our six's until the door slid shut.

"Next door Keating?" Sarah asked, slipping away from Trey's weight as he leaned on the wall.

"Not for a bit, continue down the hall then make a left turn."

Everyone took up their normal positions, and moved out. I made sure to check the rear occasionally so nothing was creeping up on this place.

I shuddered, cold and wary. I hated this place the moment we walked in. It was abandoned for a reason, so it should stay abandoned.

Sarah slowed down as we came up to our turn, and checked all the directions before continuing on. "Watch yourselves."

"Watching." Jakob stepped out into the middle, and did another check as Sarah walked a few steps down the hall where the waypoint was.

"Clear." They both whispered simultaneously.

Trey huffed, as if annoyed. "Uh, guys? Shouldn't one of you call jinx?"

"You're right." Jakob turned around and flicked Trey's visor.

"I got it, Jakob." I smacked Trey lightly in the back of the head, smirking.

Jakob chuckled over COMs when Sarah also turned around and cuffed Jakob in the back of the head.

"Get it together." She hissed. "We are in an old ONI base that could possibly be infiltrated with Covenant and you three are goofing off?"

Trey held up his hand mockingly. "I can't work with this. Kiera! Take me to my dressing room."

I smacked him again. "She's right, Trey. We can goof off later."

"Oh, we?"

"No. Not 'we'." I pointed to me and him. "I meant 'we'." I encompassed everyone. "Now let's get moving."

Trey stared at me a little while longer before shuffling forward again as Sarah led us further into the base.

As we turned another corner, a door sat at the end of the hallway, alone without any visible markings.

As we approached, I made sure to be cautious towards our flank, as we could potentially be trapped if an unknown enemy decided to attack.

"We're at another door, Keating-" Sarah began to speak up when it opened.

"Done. We should be good, but we'll have to take an elevator down a couple of levels to reach the waypoint."

"Which means that it probably wouldn't be working, right?" I pointed out as we all filed through. "Unless you can make it work."

"I can make it work," Keating replied. "But it would alert any Covenant within the vicinity towards our location. Since we don't want that, we'll have to scale it down using a maintenance ladder."

"Sounds good." Sarah commented, probably already formulating a plan. "Kiera, you'll go first while I watch our back. Trey will follow, as he probably will need assistance which you will give along with Jakob-who'll be third."

"How the hell am I supposed to climb down a ladder?" Trey asked angrily. "I can barely even walk without using the wall as support."

"Jakob will have a rope clipped to his suit that will also be attached to you." Sarah stated as we arrived the elevator door. "Once Kiera reaches the bottom and the area is clear, Jakob will lower you to her."

The door pinged, and opened, revealing a long elevator shaft. I looked down to try and see the bottom, but all I was left with was a seemingly bottomless pit.

Trey leaned in beside me to get a look as well. "Shit..." Turning to Jakob, he called out: "Remember all those times you wanted to kill me? Yeah, here's an opportunity, but don't."

When I backed away to secure my gun, Jakob took my spot and whistled in a low tone. "That is a pretty deep shaft..."

Sarah came beside me, and knelt down to face me. "You good?"

"Yes ma'am." I replied stiffly, already thinking of what I should do. "I can handle this."

Sarah nodded, taking my answer as it was without argument. "Get going then. I'll have Keating scout the area with scans when you're close enough."

Thanking my mother silently and without movement, I sat down on the ledge facing forward and let my feet droop down until they hit the ladder. Turning around, I put my weight on my hands and lowered myself until I felt the ladder was secure enough to stand on.

It creaked and groaned. Suddenly, I got this gut feeling that it wouldn't be able to handle us using it because of its age and condition.

"I think it's a no-go, guys. It won't support me." I called out as I pushed up on it to get back on the floor where Trey, Jakob, and Sarah were waiting. As my foot pressed against it, it crumpled, and broke, falling down where it hit the ground with a loud crash.

Sarah immediately met me and helped pull me up. "Well," she looked down. "At least any Covenant will be looking down there instead of up here."

"Shall I suggest roping down?" Jakob pulled out thick, coiled rope perfect for this situation.

"I shall take your suggestion." Sarah remarked quietly, and took the rope from Jakob. "New plan; let's go."

* * *

><p>I stood two floors beneath Sarah and Jakob as Trey swung closer and closer to me.<p>

"Arms out, Trey. You're almost here." I leaned forward, letting my rope tied into the wall securely beside me to take my weight. "Grab my hands when you're close enough."

"I know, Kiera!" It seemed like he was just literally sitting on the edge of the rope, pouting.

"Then do it!" I demanded, trying to get him to cooperate. "You're almost here."

"You said that twice."

"Thank-you, Captain Obvious."

"Can I get promoted to General instead?"

"Trey!" Jakob yelled at him over the radio. "Do as she says!"

He must have gave in, because he held out his arms in a half-attempt to do what he was supposed to.

Giving in, I sighed and held my hands out further. "Now swing."

With Jakob helping from above, Trey got closer to me when our fingers brushed.

"Keep going Jakob!" I encouraged as Trey swung away from me again.

As he came back, our hands touched and grabbed onto each other. "Let go!" I yelled to Jakob.

Jakob must've let go of the rope as I pulled back in with all my strength, and threw Trey into the hall behind me.

He landed with a thud, somewhat yelping as he rolled onto his bad leg before settling down on his back.

Unclipping the rope from the suit that allowed me to lean out the door without falling, I jogged to him to see how he was doing.

"Keating, what does his suit say about his vitals?" I asked as I crouched beside Trey on both knees.

"His heart rate just went up slightly, but otherwise, he still seems to be in the same condition as he was before you whipped him into here."

"Good to hear." I gently jiggled hit helmet again. "Hey, you good in there?"

"Fine." Came his muffled reply. "If any Covenant come to where we are, I'd be screwed.

I stood up to go get ready to help Jakob. "Keating locked the doors in this area, remember?"

"No."

Oh well. I clipped myself back onto the rope and went back to the edge. I looked up to see Jakob already propelling down. "You think you can get in here?"

He didn't say anything as he kept coming down. When he reached the entryway, he held out his arm.

I leaned out with on hand on the edge of the door, I grasped his forearm. Pulling him in, I waited until he was in most of the way before letting go.

Just as I did, he unclipped the rope and it zipped upward speedily.

"Okay, Sarah; just waiting on you." Jakob spoke into the radio before saying to me: "Thanks, kid."

Sarah propelled faster than the rest of us. She stopped with a little jolt, and used her legs to get motion going.

I reached out again, and on the first try, our hands made contact. I grasped down tightly, and pulled her in.

She landed on her feet, and unclipped the rope from her suit. It flicked backwards but Sarah caught it was she twisted slightly to get it.

I walked to go to the exit door as my mother pulled the rope down. Jakob stood there already, with Trey on the floor still.

Stepping over him, I paused, and then continued to walk over him, kicking him in the side. "Get up, we have work to do."

Trey groaned, and rolled over onto his stomach. "You didn't get stepped on by an Elite, now did you?

"No," I replied. "But still. We have to get moving."

I stood opposite of Jakob, and grabbed my gun from its locked position on my suit; he nodded to me and I nodded back. "The door, Keating?"

It slid open as the elevator door behind us slid shut. Sarah walked up from behind us, gun ready, and took lead like normal. Jakob followed as Trey limped forward into his third position while I brought up the rear.

As we turned a corner, Sarah said over the radio: "Jakob, switch positions with Kiera."

Jakob complied with her, as did I, so we walked by Trey to our new spots. When she didn't move forward, and I crept up beside her to see what was the issue.

"Extend the thermal guide to 50 meters instead of 10." She whispered to me, crouching down behind a large piece of rubble.

Following what she said, I let my HUD waver and adjust, bringing up statistics online. Almost instantly I saw what she must've seen. "Jakob, Trey." I said over the COMs. "Check your 2 'O clock. Thermal extended to 50 meters."

"You've got to be shitting me." Trey commented.

"Watch it." Jakob shot back. He moved up behind me, and crouched. Sarah walked forward and slid up beside a piece of broken wall. I approached her carefully, making sure to avoid any loose pieces to give away our position.

"Keating." I whispered into my mic. "Any ideas on how to avoid them?"

"Them? The Elite patrol that consists of what appears to be three Elite Majors and two Elite generals?"

"Don't get smart with my daughter, Keating." Sarah spoke up. "Are there any evasive actions we can take to avoid confrontation?"

"Well, Sarah," Keating brought up a map of the current section we were in, highlighting the Elite's positions. "There are no, might I say, safe routes to take in this matter. But one thing we can do-"

"Wait, they're moving." Jakob pointed out when the Elites seemed to have moved on, walking away.

Keating's voice seem satisfied: "I suggest you move immediately. We'll be at the waypoint soon if we don't stop."

"Let's go, then." I urged Sarah forward with a poke. Once she started moving, I followed behind, watching the Elites fade out of view from the thermal reading.

Once we were clear, we're on our way to the wrecked ship.


	10. Follow the Yellow Brick Road

_Chapter Ten: Data Retrieval_

"Here we are," Sarah said, tapping the small patch of gray metal below us. She shoved the snow out the area. "So, where exactly is this?" She asked, looking over to me.

I shrugged. "I can't tell," I replied, honestly. While I was the ship-expert in this group, It's hard to tell when the ship in question is covered in snow. "We'll have to get inside before I can tell. Chances are, we're far from the bridge. That's where we'll be able to get the data we need to identify the ship."

"I see." Sarah began clearing out a larger area. "There could be a hatch nearby," Kiera's mother explained, "Jakob, Kiera, give me a hand. Trey, you're lucky. You would be helping, if you hadn't hurt your leg."

"Can I ask a quick question, though?" I asked, watching as the three of them searched in vain for any entrance hatch. "Why can't we just go in through the giant hole?" I pointed farther up the ship, where part of the ship's hull had caved in.

"Well, that's always a possibility," Sarah said, walking over. She gazed down into the hole, investigating for any signs of danger. "Well, I guess it's safe."

I shook my head. "You might want to double check that," I told her. "That hole is new. It was made within the past few hours, at least."

"How do you know?"

"Well," I replied, peering down into the hole, "there's hardly any snow in that room, and there's at least a foot of snow over here."

Jakob shot Sarah a surprised look. "Wait, that actually makes sense," he told her, looking back over to me. "I'm surprised that he noticed something like that."

"Oh come on," I whined. "I might act stupid 98.54% of the time, but I do actually know things. I'm not a complete idiot."

"You just made that statistic up," Jakob replied, jumping down into the hole. He landed with a loud reverberating thump. We all looked down on him as he flicked on the lights attached to his helmet. "There's really not a lot down here," he reported, looking around the room.

"What do you see?" Sarah questioned, fishing for specific details. "Any signs of the Covenant in here? Any signs of anything down there?"

"Not really," Jakob called back up. "It looks like its empty."

"Well, good." Sarah jumped down into the hole, and Kiera followed. I was left standing alone. "Are you coming?" Sarah asked, looking up to me. "We can't wait all day."

"My leg still hurts," I reminded her. "And quite frankly, that doesn't look like something someone with an injured leg should do. I...I think I'll just wait up here and keep an eye out. I think I can guide you from out here." There was a short silence as the three others looked at each other before looking back up to me.

"What about me?" Kiera asked. I could sense the smirk hidden by her helmet. "You're not just going to let me have to listen to these two the entire time, are you? Would you do it for me?"

"Jumping," I promptly answered. Pushing off with my good foot, I found myself falling into the hull of the wrecked frigate. Moments afterward, I suddenly began to have second thoughts. The drop was about twenty feet straight down, and the landing was metal. Despite the fact that I claimed I wasn't a stupid as I appeared, I was beginning to think that I actually was.

This was proven five seconds later. "Son of a bitch!" I remained face down on the ground, pain shooting up my leg. "That was the worst idea ever. Of all time."

Jakob grabbed my shoulder and hefted me to my feet. "Yes. Yes it was." He handed my fallen rifle back to me.

I tucked the DMR under my arm, and used it for support. "Okay," I said, looking around the room. The metal was aging, with large patches of rust and water stains here and there. "We should be in the mess hall," I said, basing my guess off of previous experience.

However, my guess wasn't really necessary. "What gave it away?" Sarah asked, nodding toward a fading metal sign hanging over a closed metal door. It said "Mess Hall" in big green letters.

"Actually, it was that," I pointed toward the mess of tables and chairs scattered across the room. Not a single one of them was upright. "The Data Room is that way," I said, before limping through the room.

Sarah and Kiera shrugged, and began following me as I slowly made my way through the maze of upturned chairs and tables. Jakob hadn't moved, but was looking back up through our entrance hole with a look of thought. If he had had a beard, he probably would've stroked it.

"Hey, Jake," I said, turning back to him. "What's up?"

"It's just..." he trailed off and shook his head. "It's nothing. Nothing at all. Let's just keep moving."

* * *

><p>As you probably could guess, walking with an injured leg can be a pain. Even when it's not broken, but it's probably the next worse thing since a giant alien stepped on it, you'll find yourself wincing at every single step. Not even the ODST armor we had on helped it. It just made it harder to move under the weight of the metal.<p>

But, there are some perks to being the one wounded. For example, you get to do less work. Now that's something that I could get used to. I leaned back on my new cart, and rested my head on my hands. "We should almost be there," I informed the rest of the team. "Just down the hall and to the right."

Jakob probably rolled his eyes, or something like that, but it was impossible to tell since he had his helmet on. He probably would've cuffed me on the back of the neck like he normally does, but something tells me that wouldn't make him feel better.

We found an old metal cart that was used to move larger crates in one of the hallways right outside of the mess hall. Since it had wheels, it would be far more efficient than simply hobbling along with a gun for support. And thus, my new ride.

Oh yeah, and let's not forget about Jakob, who was the poor sap that got stuck with pushing the cart. Both Sarah and Kiera both had said "not it" before he did.

"What's the plan?"

"Simple," I replied, for once finding the joy in feeling like the leader. "The bridge contains a data backup terminal which contains all of the ships data, before and after it crashed. The terminal runs on minimum power so it can stay online for years after the crash, so the UNSC can confirm the ship's personnel files, combat records, and other data once the ship is recovered."

"And what if the terminal's out of power?" asked Kiera. "This thing could've crashed decades ago."

"It depends on the condition of the ship," I replied. "In perfection condition, some ships can keep the terminal on for over two-hundred years. The Forward Unto Dawn was split in half, with one half on Earth, and the other god knows where. So if the terminal is out, then the ship's probably sustained critical damage, and we'll have to check the Cyro Bay."

There was a silence. The only sound was the gentle creaking of the old metal floor under our feet with each step and the squeaking of the carts wheels. Whether the silence was because we had run out of things to say, or because I was actually proving that I actually did know something, I couldn't tell you.

"However, I can already tell you that this is not the Forward Unto Dawn," I added, with a hint of resignation in my voice. "Right now, we should be standing on the part where the ship was split in half, and it still looks pretty intact to me."

"Are you sure?" Sarah asked, stopping and looking around the room. "I've been on tons of ships before. And a lot of the halls look the exact same as the one next to it, and the one of the left, and all of them."

"I'm pretty sure," I told her.

"Actually, he is correct," Keating announced, making his presence known. "Images from your HUDs confirm that you are in the front half of the ship, which makes it impossible for you to be in the Forward Unto Dawn. Trey is right...for once."

"I'm going to take that as a compliment and run with it," I said, folding my arms. Even when I was right, they still somehow made out that I was stupid. But, while I do know that I am indeed stupid, I really don't want to be reminded constantly.

"There is is," Sarah said, pointing to a door on the right side of the hallway with the words "Terminal Room C" on the flickering pale-blue screen next to it. "Looks like it still has some power," she added, tapping the screen. She pressed the button next to the door, only to for nothing to happen. "It's not working."

The screen had turned to a flickering red, and the words "Authorized Personnel Only" were scrolling across the screen. "Quick question," I said. "Are we authorized personnel? If not, we might not be able to get in."

"I thought that you were our ship expert," Jakob said. "Can't you do something about it?"

I nodded. "I could, if the UNSC hadn't confiscated our lockpick when we got busted. Without it, our best chance is to blow the door down, and with one of our main objectives is to remain unnoticed, that might not be smart."

"Please hold," Keating said, followed by several seconds of silence and what sounded like typing. "There you go." The door slid open with a groan and squeak. "It was simply enough to hack into the ship's systems, and simple override the door controls."

I smiled. "AIs, how could we live without them?"

"Well, people used to do it," Keating replied, with his sarcastic tone. "In fact, can you believe that humans went thousands, millions of years without AIs?"

"No, I didn't," I replied, equally sarcastic. "Let's just get the ship's data and leave."

"Wait, if this isn't the Forward Unto Dawn, then why the hell are we bothering with it?" Jakob asked, walking into the terminal room. As the name suggested, there were plenty of terminals lining the walls. "Can't we just leave it and go?"

I struggled to my feet and gritted my teeth, taking a step forward. My DMR was on my back, and I was going to stick it out without my support. "There's a chance that...ow...there's some ONI data or something...ah...classifed on board, and ONI may give us a small reward for...dammit...turning it in."

Jakob just looked at me. "Why are you walking without your gun-crutch?" Suddenly, a small blinking icon appeared on my HUD. Jakob was requesting a private channel with me. And so I accepted. "Let me guess," he said, somewhat quieter, "you're simply trying to suck up the pain to impress Kiera, aren't you?"

"Well...you're half right," I replied. "But there is a difference between wanting to impress her, and not wanting to look like a baby in front of her."

"Do you think that you actually have a shot?"

I nodded. "Of course I do. I have plenty of shots." I saw his confused look from behind his unpolarized visor. "I have fourteen in my rifle, and about thirty more concealed in various pouches."

With a sigh, he cut the channel and walked over. And then he cuffed me on the back of my neck, like normal. "You're an ass, you know that?"

"Oh, I know."

I hobbled over to the terminal, and actually managed to get there without making the long string of profanity in my head become verbal with pain. One thing I was sure of was that there was something wrong with my leg. Very wrong.

"Okay," I said, popping my knuckles as I reached the terminal. "Let's see if this works." With the press of a single button, the screen flickered to life. It was by no means perfect, but at least it was working. Reaching into one of my pouches, I pulled out a small computer drive and slotted it into the appropriate port. The drive was no bigger than my pinkie, and could hold up to ten terabytes. Courtesy of ONI. A few clicks later, and the data was transferring to the drive.

"Okay, that should do it," I said, taking a painful step back. "Just give it a minute and soon we'll be on our way out of here."

"I find out way out," Sarah said. "Hey Keating, pull up the schematics for the frigates, and mark our fastest way out," she ordered the AI. "We're in Terminal Room C, if that helps."

After several seconds, a blue waypoint appeared on the HUD, along with a small 3D image of a UNSC frigate. "Marked," Keating said, as the 3D image zoomed in to the room that we were in. "All you have to do is follow the yellow brick road." As he spoke, our path was marked on the 3D ship with a long line of small, yellow bricks.

"Um...what's with the bricks?" Kiera asked. I couldn't read her facial expression on her...well, face, but her tone would imply confusion.

Keating chuckled. "What's being an AI without a little bit of whimsy?" he asked. "And besides, I wanted to see if Trey could-"

"The Wizard of Oz," I said, folding my arms. "Seriously, Keating, I find it insulting that you think I don't know my old movies. I can name at least two-hundred off the back of my head, and the year they came out, and the people that starred in them."

"Oh really?" Keating asked, with a smirk. "Fine. I'll name a single movie, and if you correctly name the stars and the release year, then I figure I'll owe you something."

"And if I'm wrong?"

"Then...you'll owe me something."

Jakob laughed. "That sounds ominous...ominous or gay."

"Deal," I told the AI, ignoring Jakob. The drive still need another one minute and 43 seconds before it was done anyway, according to the screen.

There was a long silence again as the AI dug through ancient databases in search of a movie. "Ah...here's a classic. Star Wars."

I sighed with relief. That one I knew. With Keating being an AI, I figured he would find some obscure movie that no human had ever heard of. Knowing him, he might even have found a Sangheili movie or something. "That's easy. 1977, starring Mark Hamill, Carrie Fisher, and Harrison Ford."

Once more there was a silence.

"Hey," I told the AI, who still hadn't responded. "Don't worry about it. I know things like that because I have no life...Keating? Keating?" The terminal beeped, and I reached over and took the drive out, shoving it back into my pouch. "Um...guys," I told the others. "I think I broke Keating."

"You need to move. Now!" Keating shouted. "They...I can't believe it. How did they..."

"Keating, what's going on? Who did what?" Sarah asked. When she got no answer, she groaned. "Keating? What the hell is going on?"

The AI sounded scared for some reason. And that didn't make me feel too confident anymore. "They purged me from the ship's systems! That shouldn't be possible! They would have to have someone with extreme skills in human computers to pull that off! And if they know I was here, then I'm sure they know you're here!"

"Who's this 'they' you're talking about?" But the minute that she asked, the minute Sarah realized. "The Covenant's inside the ship! We need to leave now!"

"Wait, they're on board?" I asked. "Shit, where are they?"

Sarah shook her head. "I don't know, and Keating's gone mad trying to fight his way back into the system. I hope the aliens aren't blocking our way out." She pulled her rifle off her back, and flipped the safety off. "Let's move."

I took one step, and then remembered about my injury. "Son of a bitch!" I cried, falling to the ground. "Well, this sucks." That was probably the understatement of the year. Or decade. Or century. Or millennium.

"Kiera, help him!" Sarah ordered, aiming her rifle down the hallways. "We're clear, let's keep moving. We need to be out of here before they find us."

"If you all had simply taken my suggestion earlier," Jakob started, grabbing my collar and pulling me back up to my feet, and then shoving me toward Kiera, "you know, about leaving, this wouldn't be much of a problem."

"Oh shut up!" Sarah led the way down the hall, with Jakob bringing up the rear as Kiera helped me follow her mother. "Clear," Sarah said, checking the next hallway. "Just two more long, dark hallways and we're out."

"That doesn't sound very hopeful," I muttered, only to have Kiera elbow me in the stomach. "Geez, sorry," I apologized. "Didn't know that making comments to myself-ow! Would you cut that out?"

"If you shut up."

"Fine."

Sarah suddenly stopped, and raised her fist in the military manner for halt. "Two of them," she whispered. "Elites, both look to be new recruits. They're just in training armor, don't appear to have shields."

Jakob ran up alongside her, and peered into the room. Two Elite were loitering around in the room, with their backs to us. "How are we going to deal with them?"

Sarah raised her rifle, lining up the shot on one Elite. "We'll take them out. The silencers should keep it quiet, so hopefully no more will come running."

"Wait, we're going to shoot them? Like, attack them?"

"Yeah, that's the idea." Sarah looked over at Jakob with a look of surprise. "You're not scared, are you? You were in a militia on Reach, right?"

Nodding, Jakob lifted his own rifle. "Yeah."

"And you know how to fight?"

"That's debatable."

"Um...guys?" Kiera said, "We've been spotted."

Both Elites were now staring at us, with their mandibles spread in what I assume is shock. After all, no one expected any humans wandering around here. This ship was supposed to have crashed years ago, and they both knew that there's no such thing as ghosts.

"Fire," Sarah ordered, squeezing her trigger. There was a silenced snap, and one of the Elite's jerked back, with a trail of purple blood flying out of the back of its head. The other Elite looked down at his dead buddy, and went for his own weapon. A second snap later, it was dead as well.

"Nice shot, Jakob," I said, seeing the new hole in the second Elite's head. "I thought you would've missed."

Sarah scoffed. "That was me. Turns out that your dad wimped out." She patted him on the shoulder, and walked on. "Don't worry about it. I was like that on my first combat op." Upon reaching the wall, she nodded. "Here's our exit. This hatch leads right out into the snow. Then we're back to the Pelican."

Then I saw something odd on my motion tracker. "Hey wait," I said, studying the blue circle. "If those two white dots next to each other are me and Kiera, and those two in front of them are you and Jakob, then who is that?" I asked, pointing in the direction of the fifth dot.

The hallway was pitch black. There was no light in there anywhere. Sarah walked over, cautiously looking down the hall while Jakob went and opened the hatch. "I don't see anything..." she raised her rifle, and switched the flashlight on the side of the barrel on.

At the same time, a flash of blue appeared in the room as a Plasma Grenade flew over head. "Grenade!" Sarah shouted, diving off to the side. The glowing blue ball landed in the middle of the room, which was a lot closer than we would've wanted.

"Take cover!" Time seemed to slow down as I jumped into action. I still had my arm around Kiera, and so I pulled her to the ground, and rolled on top of her to protect her from the grenade, and nothing more. Just making that clear.

There was an explosion, and then a rush of heat. The heat was more intense than anything I had ever felt before, despite the ODST armor's cooling system. Several seconds passed, and I found my self looking down into Kiera's eyes through her depolorized visor.

"That was...hot," she said, after another second.

I smirked. "Why thank you."

"I was talking about the grenade, idiot," she muttered, pushing me off of her. She offered me her hand, and helped me back to my feet.

"Come on, let's go!" Jakob shouted from outside the hatch. Sarah was dealing with the new threat, which I caught a glimpse of as we passed to the hatch. And Elite General. There sure seemed to be a lot of those around nowadays.

We rushed out of the ship and into the white snow. Kiera dumped me to the ground, and turned back. "Come on!" she shouted to her mother. "We need to go!"

With three more shots fired at the alien, Sarah turned and ran to the hatch. The Elite General was chasing after her, firing dual Plasma Rifles as he ran. Sarah dove through the hatch, with several blue bolts of plasma following after her.

"Close it! Close it!" she ordered, grabbing the heavy iron door and swinging it back into place. The shots and curses of the Elite General were still audible from outside. "Are we all good?" she asked, looking over our group. "Jakob? Jakob, are you alright?"

Jakob was on the ground, holding his arm. There was a huge circle of black soot and charred flesh around the wound, and steam was rising from it. "I'm hit," he croaked, "I'll live, but it hurts like a bitch."

Sarah held her hand out to him. "We'll get you fixed up once we get to the Pelican. Hopefully there won't be any permanent damage."

* * *

><p>Three hours had passes since our narrow escape from the icy planet. We were now back onboard the <em>Nightingale<em>, and Keating was setting our course for our next destination.

I was sitting alone in the small infirmary, simply chilling out after all of that stress. Kiera was off in her room, and Sarah and Jakob were on the bridge. Jakob hadn't been badly wounded, but that arm was going to look very unattractive until he could get some plastic surgery.

"Hey Keating," I called out, running my fingers over the fake cast that had been put on my leg. My leg wasn't broken, but heavily bruised. The cast would take most of the pressure of walking, so I could at least walk without sharpshooting pain in my leg. On the downside, I might not be active in the next operation. If that even was a bad thing.

"Yes?" The AI asked, appearing as his lifesize avatar in the room. "Can I help you?"

I nodded. "Yeah, where are we going next? Hopefully some place warm?"

Keating smiled. "Actually yes. We're making a short stop at Earth."

"Earth? Why are we going back there?" I asked. "Don't tell me we'll have to report back there after ever mission."

"Don't worry, we won't." Keating's smile disappeared. "As it is," he said, folding his arms behind his back, "Your team didn't exactly meet the standards required by the mission. That Elite saw you, and managed to escape. Chances are, he's alerted the rest of the Elites. As you know, that's not very good for the peace talks."

"Hey," I said, sticking up for the team, "we were about to _die_. We really didn't have much time to consider the fact that we're going to mess up all of the peace talks." Not much of a defense, but it was really all that he had going for him.

"That's understandable, but..." Keating shrugged. "Rules are rules. You messed up, and now ONI's going to have to take drastic measures to cover up your tracks. But don't worry, you're not going to be put off the mission just for that one screw up."

"Um...thanks?"

"Don't mention it," Keating replied, apparently missing that I had no idea. "Once we return to Earth, you're to speak with the same two ONI officers as before. No one else. Do you understand?"

"I get it," I said. And then a thought came to my head. "You owe me, don't you? After I guess that movie right and all?"

Keating sighed. "I was hoping that you forgot that. Why?"

"I know exactly what I want you to do."
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__Chapter 11: Regroup__

***Kiera's POV***

Breathe in, breathe out. Relax.

I felt my bed beneath my back, and slowly stretched out, removing the stress from my bones.

Suddenly, someone knocked at my door, disturbing my peace.

Everything came rushing back to me. The Elites, Jakob getting shot. I sat up, and reached for a weapon I didn't know I had. The adrenaline I thought I got rid off came back, pulsing in my blood.

I took an even deeper breath than before, noticing it was somewhat shaky. "Come in," I called out. Clenching the blankets, I felt the tension shake my hands even more when the door slid open to reveal Sarah.

"Hey." She said, before leaning against the doorframe. "Keating has informed me that we're heading back to Earth."

My hands stilled. "Why?"

"No clue. I'm on my way to the bridge to see if I can review the information we pulled off the ship, but I'll be sure to ask Keating." Sarah yawned, and folded her arms against her chest. "He didn't really give me a clear answer before."

Interesting. "It's a waste of time, I hope he knows that." I mumbled under my breath. "Who called us back?"

"Apparently Brian did." My mother shrugged her shoulders, confirming she knew little to nothing.

"Are we on a first-name basis with the Lieutenant now?"

"Not exactly." Sarah yawned again, and stood up straighter. "Well, I best be on my way." As she turned to go, she stopped midway, and glanced at me. "How are you?"

I felt my hands still clenching the blankets. "Trying to calm down."

Sarah nodded appreciatively. "Good. Relax, go workout, do whatever you can that takes your mind off of it. I'll be in the bridge or my own room if you need me."

With that, she stepped away, and moved to the right, out of my field of vision which the door provided of the hallway. Sensing no one there, the door slid shut, leaving me alone again.

Sighing, I got up, and paced around the room. My first actual combat experience still replaying in my mind. Closing my eyes as I leaned against the cold wall of the ship, I vividly saw the Elites as I did on the planet. Opening my eyes, I left the scene and returned to reality. I felt the ship hum as it continued to drive forward through slipspace.

Another knock sounded at the door, causing me to to startle again.

Instead of calling them in, I walked up to the door and opened it. As it slide open, it revealed Trey. I stared blankly at him, pondering why he was here. Stopping my train of thought, I decided to not question it and shut the door.

"Whoa whoa, wait!" He called out, stepping forward to cause the door's sensors to halt the door's movement. "No need to be rude."

"And you don't need to be here." I muttered, trying to shut the doors again. They slid a few inches before it hit Trey's outstretched hand, when it beeped and slid back open fully.

He rolled his eyes. "Just let me in."

"No."

"Please?"

As I went again to try and shut the door for the third time to signal my annoyance, I caught a hint of tiredness in his plea. It must be about Jakob. I sighed and turned away from the door to go back to my bed. "Come in."

"Thank-you." He followed behind me, and went to sit at my desk. "Cool room, by the way."

Sitting down on my messy bed, I replied back: "We all have the same rooms."

"Whatever."

I waited for him to speak further, but he didn't; he fiddled with the desk's drawers, intently as if it was the reason why he came.

Clearing my throat, I spoke first. "Trey."

"What, yes?" He looked up at me, confused. "Oh, right."

Leaning back on my hands, I suppressed a sigh. "Why are you here?"

"I dunno, boredom."

"Honestly."

He sighed first, and raked a hand through his hair. "Jakob's still in the medical bay, and we're going back to Earth."

"How's Jakob doing?" I asked quietly, allowing him to take his time.

"Better. He's recovering as expected according to the robot thing that handles all that stuff. Just typical plasma burns."

"That's good to hear."

Silence enveloped us, and he went back to playing with the drawers, pulling them out slightly and tipping them up like some game.

"How's your leg?" I asked, pointing to the cast on his leg.

"Heavily bruised, but nothing more."

"Interesting," I said, trying to make it sound like I was actually interested. "And we're going back to Earth?"

"Yup."

"Why?"

"Because apparently we fucked up."

"Interesting." I said again. And soon enough, our conversation fell silent again. But before any us could talk, Keating buzzed in on the COMS. "Hello, Miss Free."

Trey's head immediately shot up. "Keating, hey."

"Hello to you too, Trey. I've just come to brief Kiera further about our upcoming mission."

"You mean how we're going back to Earth?" I asked, sitting back to cross my legs. "Trey and Sarah have both informed me briefly about it."

"I am aware, but this is into further detail, as I've already done for Trey and Sarah."

Trey stood up from my desk, and slid in all the drawers. "Then Im leaving." As the door slid open, he nodded in my direction. "See ya."

"Bye." I said back, watching him step out, and leave to the left, possibly to go see Jakob again. "So, Keating, what's this about going back to Earth?"

"You know," Keating paused, as if picking his words as carefully as an AI can. "Trey isn't as bad as he seems."

I raised an eyebrow in question. "Okay, but back to the Earth."

"Right, yes." Keating materialized inside my room, still in his pressed and clean suit. "The team didn't make the standards appropriated by ONI, so you will head back for another debriefing before heading out again to Dessari where we have more than one possible shipwreck awaiting."

Thinking back, I remembered how the Elite did escape, and bit my cheek to hide my anger. "We'll do better next time."

"I didn't say you wouldn't, Kiera." Keating pointed out. "But just like I told Trey, rules are rules, and you must face the consequences. ONI has to take measures to cover up your tracks from the mistake."

I flopped on my back, sinking into the bed. "Understood."

Keating nodded. "Good. You will also be meeting the same ONI officers as before, and are not permitted to speak to any officer about the matter as this is a classified project."

"Understood," I repeated.

"Good, that will be all Miss Free. We will be arriving at Earth in 1.3 days." With that, he left my room.

Breathe in, breathe out. _I got this_.

* * *

><p>"So can any of you tell me what went wrong first?" Brian leaned across the table, staring at each of us individually. On the screen, I see the Elite General rushing towards us, frozen into place with it's plasma rifles almost fully withdrawn.<p>

Jakob cleared his throat, sitting two seats to the right from where I was. "We were not aware of it's presence until it threw the plasma grenade."

Alexander stepped away from the projector and starting walking around the room. "Have you thought to check your radar sensors?"

"If you rewind it until after we killed to the trainee Elites, you will see up until the grenade throw, that there was no movement registered on the radar sensors, thus leaving us unaware." Sarah dryly pointed it. I glanced to my left to see her stone-cold face, unwavering.

Alexander continued walking around the room when Brian shuffled the reports around in an attempt to organize them. "Even so," Brian spoke up, letting the Alexander's footsteps fill in the silent gaps. "You ran when the odds were 4 to 1."

"We ran because I had a daughter with me who was in her first combat, and he-Jakob-had a son. You expect us to go out and get things accomplished when two of our children are with us?" Sarah's voice was getting louder, and was she was losing her calm demeanor.

Before Brian or Alexander could pester her beyond getting decent answers, I stood up, shushing everyone. "Sirs," I said, clearing my throat. "We did what you commanded of us to the best of our abilities. But perhaps you, or whoever began running this operation, failed to acknowledge mine and Trey's age."

"Sit down, Kiera." Alexander sneered at me, before going back to the projector. "As I seem to recall, you yourself were an invaluable asset during this mission, providing nothing of use."

Brian coughed. "That's enough, Alex." Turning to Trey, Brian stared thoughtfully at him before speaking up again. "How's your leg healing up Trey?"

"Good." He answered. "It's practically healed up."

Turning to Jakob, Brian asked: "How do you feel your team performed?"

I saw how Jakob shifted in his seat nervously. "We could have performed better." He said, clearing his throat after you. "We're still getting figuring out how we can work together-"

"Not good enough." Brian leaned back, and motioned for Alexander to shut the projector off. Images from our helmet feed disappeared. "You have one more chance to 'figure out' how to get your heads out of your ass. I expect the better two of the four of, who both have military experience, to actually teach the other half what to do."

Brian stood up and collected his reports. Alexander scooped up the projector. "One more screw-up and you'll be back here." Alexander added. "And then you'll be forced through training so you can actually get something down."

* * *

><p>"I hate them." Trey muttered as the group of us four walked down the hall. "Stupid mother-"<p>

"Trey." Jakob said sharply. "Watch it; we took this job because the other option sucked, remember?"

"And the money." Sarah added, directing us down to our temporary quarters.

"Yeah," Jakob sighed. "And the money. We need that."

Trey continued muttering as he stepped ahead of Jakob and entered the room first. Bunk beds lined the walls, but it was empty of personal. We were the only ones sleeping here.

"He did bring up some valid points." I pointed out, trying to make conversation. "We do need to learn how to work like a team."

"Yeah, because we're the less of the two." Trey laid down on his bed. "Jakob and I are the bad ones."

I looked to Jakob, who seemed to have ignored what Trey said, and turned away from us laying on his own bed. Turning to Sarah, she sat on her bed, staring off into space.

"Well .." I said, thinking of something else to say. "On our way to the next planet, or shipwreck, whatever it is, we'll train together."

"Ugh. Noooo, exercise. "Trey rolled over, facing away.

"I can help." Sarah came back to reality. "I can remember some exercises from my own training we can do."

"And I can pull up some on my own exercises we had to do." I said. When neither Jakob nor Trey responded, I sighed, and sat down on my own bed, suddenly tired. "We have a gym on the _Nightingale_. We'll use it."

"Hello, kids." Keating came over the COMs, broadcasting into the room. "I can also pull up some exercises beneficial to all."

Trey perked up, hearing the AI's voice. "Keating! What's up, man?"

"Hello to you too, Trey. I was eavesdropping on your conversation with Brian and Alexander. Don't take it personally, but there is a lot riding on you four. I will due my best to assist you, however, from now on."

"And you weren't assisting us before?" Sarah asked, before I shushed her with a wave of my hand.

"Good plan, Keating." I said, smiling to show encouragement. "What's our schedule?"

"Dessari II. A planet with three possible shipwrecks, and no suspected Covenant presence. Should be an easy mission, provided all training goes well."

Jakob rolled back over, now facing us. "We should be able to take Kiera and Trey then."

Sarah nodded, considering what Jakob and Keating said. "We'll have to do further scans once we arrive to confirm the Covenant presence thing, but it should provide good opportunities to test our new found skills."

Keating's thick Europe accent sounded throughout the room again: "You have another ten or so hours of shore leave before you all are expected to meet in Docking Area 4B for Pelican pick-up and transfer over to the UNSC _Nightingale._ Any questions?"

"Yes." Sarah spoke up. "I plan to look into the exercises to see if we can get some training guns most recruits would start out with. Could you put in a request for a small shipment to be sent to the ship?"

"I can do that, but no promises." Keating paused. "I will see you in ten hours then. If you need any help, please just call for the Nassau station's AI, Dakota. She could probably use some distractions, as I spent most of my time here pestering her. Farewell!"

Keating turned off the COMs, and left, off to do his own thing. I went to my bed, and sat down, ready for a ten hour long nap.

"Kiera?" Sarah called my name. "Could you help me with this exercise?"

"In a minute," I murmured. I felt my eyelids droop and the sleepiness tug me away.

I faintly heard Sarah sigh and mutter something when Trey spoke up. "Ah, let her get some sleep Sarah. Can I call you Sarah? We have a long road ahead of us."

With a quiet thanks, I fell asleep.
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_Chapter Twelve: All Bet's Off_

***Trey's POV***

"Kiera, can we please stop now?" I asked, wiped out from all of the "training" we've been doing. And by "training," I really mean that she's simply beating the crap out of me on the sparring mat in the _Nightingale's _gym.

She shook her head, and raised her gloved fists up again. "Sorry, but after you got yourself injured on the last mission, we need to make sure that everyone's ready for anything. Now get ready to block to the left."

"With all due respect, I didn't get myself injured," I told her, repressing my feelings of agitation as I brought my own fists up. "That Elite stepped on me, that's the end of it. And, on a completely unrelated topic, how is this training going to help against Elites? They hit hard enough to shatter your arm even if you're blocking it."

Kiera sighed and lowered her fists. "So? This isn't to help fight Elites. This training is just to help in general. The better you are at this, the better chance you have of living through this."

I blinked. "Really?"

"Yeah, really."

"...then let's keep going with this."

Kiera nodded. "That's better. Forget the blocking, just throw a punch at me. I want to assess your fighting style."

Well...great. I hesitated, then threw a punch that fell several feet short of her. "How was that?"

"How was that?" Kiera asked, looking at me as if I were stupid. "More like what was that? You didn't even hit me!"

"Oh...was I supposed to?"

"Yes, so I could observe."

"But I can't hit a girl! That goes against all my moral codes!"

"Not hitting girls is in _all _of your moral codes?" Kiera asked. "Somehow, that doesn't surprise me at all. How many do you even have?"

"Twelve, but that's not the point." I lowered my fists and took a step back. "I refuse to hit you. That wouldn't be something that a gentleman like myself would do."

Kiera bit her lower lip, obviously trying not to laugh. That didn't work. She busted out laughing moments later. "You, and gentleman?" she asked. "Somehow you're not what comes to mind when I think of a gentleman."

To be honest, that's the kind of response I expected from her. Time for my secret weapon. "I bet Keating would agree with me." I turned to the door, where the green AI stood with a look of annoyance mixed with regret on his virtual face. "Right, Keating?"

Keating sighed a heavy breath that he didn't need, and shrugged. "Well..." he hesitated, apparently not wanting to continue. "In a matter of words, yes."

"What?" Kiera asked, her jaw almost dropping to the floor. "This is Trey we're talking about, Keating. You're joking, right?"

"Hardly," Keating replied, with a new hint of anger in his voice. "Someone as important as myself should never make jokes. In fact, my programming prevents me from making too many jokes." He waved his hand toward me. "And, back to the topic, I find it rude that you acted so rashly at Trey's reluctance to hit you. Hitting a lady is something that a gentleman would never do, even should she insist."

Kiera shot me a look. "Did you reprogram Keating or something?"

I shook my head, with a shrug. To be honest, this wasn't what I expected to happen. I expected Keating to be a little more...cooperative. "I really never saw this coming." And that wasn't a lie.

"Furthermore," Keating continued. "you should be ashamed of yourself for the way you acted, and ask for Trey's forgiveness."

Oh dear God. "Hey, Keating," I said, stepping in between the two of them. "Can you meet me in my quarters please? We need to have a little talk. Like right now?"

Keating nodded, with a smile on his face. "Absolutely." He vanished, his avatar materializing in my room.

I looked over at Kiera. She had confusion and anger on her face. "Well, I'm going to try to figure out what that was all about," I told her, backing away toward door. "Whatever happened, that was not my fault and I can not be held accountable for any and all damages."

"Trey, what the hell are you talking about?"

"Nothing. Okay, bye!" I ran out of the room, and stormed into my quarters. Keating was waiting for me, causally standing in the middle of the room with his hands clasped behind his back.

"How was that?" he asked the minuted I entered. "Not only did I assist you in establishing you as a gentleman to Kiera, I also was able to suggest that she was inferior to you, which will definitely aid you in your coming struggle."

Resisting the urge to kill the AI in front of me, I pressed the button to shut and lock my door. Then I went off like a bomb. "Keating! What the hell was that? I asked you to put in a good word for me every now and then! I never said anything about making her feel inferior!"

Keating shrugged. "That wasn't my initial plan, but that came out to be a bonus, right?"

"A bonus?" I echoed, surprised that Keating would suggest that. "How the hell is that a bonus? Now instead of Kiera having a better impression of me, she probably is suspicious of us both!"

"Oh, is she?" Keating asked, in a snarky tone that seemed alien on him. "Then that works out better than I planned."

"Wait, you planned this?"

He nodded. "Of course I did. No artificial intelligence would dare do anything without a backup plan in case they need an alternate should their initial plan fail. In this case, I managed to enrage Kiera, and now she dislikes the both of us. She dislikes you more, though."

"Yeah, like that was a great plan. What are you going to do next? Make Sarah mad enough that she shoots Jakob?" I folded my arms, much like a child about to throw a tantrum. "For an AI as smart as you, how could you be so stupid?" I asked. "All you had to do was agree with me and then you were free to go back to whatever it was you were doing. But no, you had to screw it all up."

Keating smirked. "You think I'm the one who's stupid?" he asked. "You see, that's where you're wrong. I never wanted to help you in your little failure of a crusade to win the heart of Kiera, and then I lost that bet and you wanted me to make you look better in front of her. I wanted no part of this, so after the first few times, I developed my fallback plan."

"Which was to make her hate us both, just so you could see me suffer?"

"No. It was to put you in a situation where the only way thing would return to normal is to tell Kiera the truth," Keating said. "Then, I would be free of this tedious task, Kiera would know how you truly felt, and you would know how Kiera felt, and then it would all play out from there."

I remained silent for several seconds after he finished, thinking over what he just said. It was hard to believe, but he was actually making sense. "Um...I have to explain this to her?" I asked, not liking the idea. The last time I had tried to tell the truth to a girl I liked...it ended bad. "That doesn't sound like something I want to do. Maybe we can just say that you suffered a strange error in your programming, and then you were able to isolate and remove it."

"Do you have a problem with telling the truth?" Keating asked. "It has something to do with the last time you went camping with your friends on the day that the Covenant invaded Reach, doesn't it?"

"You know about that?"

"I hacked into your journal," Keating admitted with a shrug. "Not that hard, consider that your password was-"

"How'd you know I had a journal?"

Keating sighed. "Trey, I'm an AI. I have knowledge of all computers and electronic devices that are stored on this ship. It wasn't hard to find your small personal datapad that you use as a journal."

Great, not only was he always watching and listening, but now Keating was starting to get a little bit nosy, too. What a great combination. "Look, I'm not going to yell at you for that, but just do me a favor and tell no one what was in there, okay?"

"Agreed," Keating agreed. "But there is one last thing before I go. While it might be hard on you, you need to tell Kiera the truth. When and where is your choice, but I prefer it to be while I'm not around. And if you just lie about it, it's going to come back and bite you in your rear end. I'm sure you've seen all of those old sitcoms where the husband screws up, and then makes up a bunch of lies to hide it from his wife, and then it fails anyway. That's probably what's going to happen if you lie."

"Well, first off, Kiera and I are not married, so we don't have to worry about it on that level yet," I replied. "And secondly, why does it have to be me? Can't you tell her and leave me out of it?"

Keating scoffed. "Leave you out of it? Trey, this is your little side mission, not mine. You can't simply hide off to the side and let someone else do your work for you."

"Why not? It works all the time in video games. When you're on the hardest difficulty, simply let the invincible computer allies take care of everything while you sit on the sidelines with a high-powered, long-range rifle. Trust me, that works most of the time."

"Wow," was all Keating could say. "Well, I need to leave now. I have to give Jakob and Sarah a rundown of the next planet we're visiting, then I need to propose a strategy that they will likely decline in favor of a more flawed one that they create. Audios."

I just stood there, suddenly feeling angry at myself. Keating had found a way to get out of the bet we made, and now I was getting forced into a situation that I didn't want to be in. "Damn," I cursed, punching the wall.

* * *

><p>"Finally," Jakob exclaimed when he saw the AI appear in the bridge. "We've been waiting hours for you to get here." He pointed at his watch. "We were supposed to meet here at 3:00 sharp, and it's now...14:57. That means we've been waiting for eleven hours and fifty-seven minutes."<p>

"Um...are you stupid?" Sarah asked, casting Jakob a long glance. "That's military time. It's actually only three minutes to 3:00."

"Hm," Jakob said, with a shrug. "I thought time seemed to fly by a little bit too fast for eleven hours. Seems only like fifteen minutes."

"That's because it was."

Keating waved his hand and activated the holographic display. "Here's our next destination," he said, motioning to the rotating sphere displayed. "A small planet named Dessari. It's the second planet in its solar system, and is roughly the size of Mercury in the Sol System."

"Dessari?" Jakob asked, leaning back in his seat as he tore open an MRE he'd swiped from the mess hall on his way to the briefing. "Doesn't sound like one of the UNSC's normal planetary names."

"Yes, well this planet was named after UNSC General Albert H. Dessari for his actions in putting down several Insurrectionist revolts during the 2300's," Keating explained, before bringing up a 3D image of the planet's terrain. "Dessari was one of the smallest planets the UNSC owned, with a total population of about 200,000."

"Just 200,000?" Sarah whistled. "There's countries on Earth that have at least ten times as many people."

Keating nodded. "Indeed. That was what caused the UNSC to simply ignore the colony when the Covenant invaded in 2527. The colony was next to useless, since it was nothing more than a farming colony that only produced enough food to support itself."

"But if the Covenant won that battle, wouldn't the whole planet be glassed as well?" Jakob questioned, through a mouthful of MRE. "They tend to do that, you know."

"That's always a possibility," Keating acknowledged. "But no one's been around the planet it since it fell, so there's no telling what we might find. However, the threat of Covenant is zero." He snapped his fingers, and the display turned off. "Now, I'm sure you're already familiar with the rest. There's three shipwrecks on planet that we know of. It might be more efficient to break off into three team to check each ship."

"Three teams," Sarah echoed. "Let me guess, Jakob and I'll be alone, while the third team will be Kiera and Trey, right?"

Keating snapped his fingers again, bringing up a flat image of the planet's surface. "What I was thinking was this," he said, pointing at a red dot in the middle of the planet. "Sarah will go alone to take that one," he moved down below it to another red dot. "Jakob and Kiera will take this one," then he moved his finger all the way up towards the top of the planet, "And Trey and I will take this one."

"Quick question," Sarah said, the moment Keating finished speaking. "Why were Jakob and Kiera paired up with each other?"

"Simple. Sarah, you're the best fighter we have on hand, and you've had several years of military combat. You'd be more equipped to handle yourself alone. Both Jakob and Kiera have had some combat experience, so together they can probably handle the same thing you can alone."

Jakob had to ask. "And Trey?"

"Well..." Keating trailed off. "He's not had any combat experience at all, so...that's why I'm going with him. Since there's no Covenant in the system, it'll be safe to bring the _Nightingale _down into the atmosphere. That way, if Trey somehow gets into trouble, I can just bombard the place with a dozen anti-matter missiles."

"Alright, so how are we getting to each site?" Sarah asked, looking down at the map. "Suppose we deploy the Pelican here," she pointed just south of the lowest red dot. "I'll fly it, and Jakob and Kiera can ride in the back. I'll drop them off as close the site as I can, and then make way to the second site while the _Nightingale _goes to the last one." She looked up at Keating for confirmation.

"That's about the same I was going to suggest," Keating said, with an approving nod. "However, after our last stop at Earth, I managed to acquire a Warthog for our use. Unfortunately, it has the standard machine gun; I wasn't able to get one with a Guass cannon or rocket launchers. That should be deployed with Kiera and Jakob so they don't waste as much time going on foot."

"Agreed," Sarah said with a nod. "When are we getting there?"

Keating quickly did some mental math, checking the ship's clocks and other instruments. When he'd finished calculating, he answered the question. "Five hours. You all will need your rest, so I'd advise a quick nap and maybe something quick to eat."

"Thank you, Keating," Sarah said. "I'm going to go suit up into my armor, and then I'm going to prep the Pelican and the Warthog for launch." She bolted out of the room, as if she only had five minutes instead of five hours.

"Jakob, might I suggest that you get your rest?"

Jakob scarfed down the last half of his MRE. "Those things taste like crap," he said. "And yeah, I'm heading out, Keating. Do me a favor and order Trey to have my armor and Battle Rifle ready the moment I'm up, okay?"

"Affirmative." Keating closed down the holographic display, and then brought up some more complicated screens filled with numbers and letters that made no sense. "Oh, and I must thank you for giving me the password to Trey's journal."

Jakob chuckled as he stood up. "Yeah, using 'PASSWORD' as his password was really stupid." He brushed the crumbs off his shirt and walked out, tossing the empty MRE wrapper into a nearby trashcan. "Night, Keating."

"Goodnight, Mr. Barnes," Keating replied, not looking up from his work. "Get as much sleep as possible, since tomorrow is going to be a very busy day."
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__Chapter 13: That's What__

One hour until we leave the _Nightingale_, and head planet-side for Dessari. I, personally, thought this was going to be easy, providing everyone followed orders and did what was expected of them.

Two hours before, I was anxious to leave and had already suited myself up in my regular ODST armor. One hour before, I went to the training/weight room to do some exercises to get my mind off the mission and get my body prepped for the incoming activity.

I went to the start of a small obstacle course I set up, and took a deep breath. Keating had set up a timer for me, and I watched it from my peripheral vision as it counted down from three. Upon zero, it lit up green, signaling 'go'.

Sprinting forward, I raced to where my pistol lay in pieces on a table. I slid to a stop, and began putting it back together, racing to fit the pieces in neatly, but in a fast manner. Once I heard it the almost silent click, I clipped it to my side and sprinted forward again.

Three neat rows of benches lay spaced out evenly in front of me; I jumped over all of them and rolled down to the floor. I tucked my arms in and kept rolling right underneath a small tunnel of pylons and cones. I felt my boot nick one of the cones, but the tunnel didn't collapse and I kept rolling.

When I exited, I stopped myself once I rolled onto my stomach, and crawled forward underneath strings of rope-which were supposed to be barbwire-and pushed myself up after I crawled out under the last one.

Unclipping my pistol, I knelt down on one leg, and narrowed down my sights at the mannequin's head. It took two shots to hit it, and after I reloaded, the timer pinged red, signaling the end.

I took a deep breath, and checked my time. Three seconds ahead of what Keating predicted it would take me. I would have to try harder next time.

Going back to the table, I started to dismantle my pistol when Trey walked in. He was also in his ODST amour suit, helmet off. "Sup."

"Training." I stopped dismantling my pistol, and clipped it back to my side. "You should give it a go."

Trey stopped. "Why? You literally beat me yesterday."

"Well this time, you should do this, and I promise, I will not physically hurt you." I gave him a smile after depolarizing my visor. "Look, it's simple. I didn't have much to work with so...this is it."

He looked around, gazing at the course. Sighing, he put his helmet on, letting it lock into place. "Fine. What do I have to do?"

I waved him over to the start, where the timer still stood. "You start here."

"Obviously." He snorted with muffled laughter, only for me to cuff him in the back of the head.

"Now, the objective is to reach the end, where the red line is." I pointed out. "Now, once the timer flashes green, you run to the table, to put your pistol back together. You'll need it, so remember to grab it. Once you're done there, jump over the benches, and roll through the tunnel."

I checked to make sure he was looking where to go. "On the other side of the tunnel, you crawl straight through under ropes, stand up, and get a headshot on the mannequin. The timer will stop once you hit it."

Trey nodded. "Seems easy enough. I'll do it."

I looked at him, and blinked twice. "You were already going to do it."

He shrugged. "Sure! Now, where's my pistol?"

"You don't know where your pistol is?"

Trey shrugged again, and I sighed."Here, take mine. Just be careful."

"I will." He walked forward and set it on the table, dismantling it quickly. "This should be a piece of cake for me," I heard him mumble.

Stepping off to the side, I reset the timer, and got it ready to go. "When you're ready," I said. "Come to this green line here, and hit this button. You'll have a five second countdown to start, but it won't start to countdown out loud until three seconds. At zero, it'll flash green, so, go."

"Gotchya." Trey jogged over to the starting line, and stretched his back. "Watch and learn, Kiera. Be sure to take notes." Even though his visor was polarized, I knew he was grinning.

I rolled his eyes at his comment. "I'll be watching, but probably not learning." I replied. As he continued to stretch, I decided to automatically start the timer from my HUD. I smirked as he continued to lazily stretch.

"You know, Kiera-" He began to say when the timer spoke up, announcing the three second marker. He jumped, startled by the noise. "What the-how?!" Scrambling into a position in which he could sprint from, the timer hit zero, and flashed green.

Leaping forward, Trey made it into the table in bounds. Putting the pistol back together in a shorter time, he shouted triumphantly, and set the pistol back on the table instead of holding onto it.

Before I could say anything, he was already over the second bench. Clearing the third bench, he hesitated, and stopped. "How do I do this?" He yelled to me.

"If this was a real combat situation, you wouldn't have any time to stop and get help!" I yelled back. "Figure it out!"

Trey got down on his stomach, and began his rolling attempt. After hitting a supporting pylon, a few cones fell on him, but he didn't stop-which was good, in a way.

Coming out of the tunnel, he crawled an even pace through the man-made trench of rope, before getting to the spot where he had to have his pistol. He reached for it, but when he didn't grasp it, Trey looked over in disbelief to where it sat on the table.

I chuckled, and walked over to the table. "Missing something?" I held it up above my head, so he could clearly see it.

Trey hid his right side from me, as if he had something. "Am I?" He pulled out nothing, but his gloved hand was shaped into a pistol. He held it up, and pulled back his thumb as if he was reloading. Firing off invisible bullets, he cheered. "Headshot!" Another fake shot. "Headshot again! Wow, I'm so good!"

I held back a laugh, and shut off the timer. "Not bad, but not too good either." I told him plainly, walking forward to meet him. "More practice, and you'll definitely be more agile."

He shut off the timer with his HUD, and removed his helmet, revealing bushy hair. "I know, I know. More practice." He grumbled, and raked a hand through his hair. "Can we keep this set up?"

"Probably." I surveyed my work once more, clipping my pistol to my side, and taking off my helmet. My hair was still neatly held back, thankfully. "Wanna go again?"

"Eh." He looked over everything again as well. "How do I do the tunnel thing?"

Surprised by his question, I turned to him to see if he was being serious. He was already staring at me, awaiting an answer.

"Well .. " I said, figuring out how to explain it. "As soon as you land after the third bench, immediately bend your knee and start twisting your body." I set my helmet down, and began to do the actions. "See, as soon as my foot hits the floor, I let my knee bend, so I start to tuck my right arm into my side so I twist. That way when I hit the floor, nothing can stop my momentum."

He nodded, still staring. "I think I got it." He mimicked my actions, and I nodded my approval.

"Good, now do it again."

He completed the course, but in a faster time, and he remembered the grab his pistol. I watched him closely when he jumped over the third bench to see if I could find any mistakes. But he did the tunnel flawlessly, doing what I told him to do. When he got a headshot on the first try, I smiled.

"Good job!" I told him encouragingly, as he proudly walked over to the timer.

"Oh yeah, I'm good." He puffed out his chest a tad. "Five seconds off from whatever this average is."

"It's Keating's prediction of what I could do." I smiled. "I was shy of that time by four seconds."

Trey laughed. "One second off, I could so take you."

I laughed along with him. "Yeah, right. Remember yesterday, when I beat you?"

"Pfft. I let you win."

"Oh sure!"

"Yeah, but it's okay, because after the thing with Keating yesterday, we're both sure that you hate us!"

While Trey laughed at his remark, I frowned. "You and Keating were confusing yesterday." I folded my arms against my chest. "Speaking of which, now is a good time to ask what was up with you two?"

Trey stopped laughing, and opened his mouth slightly, before closing it in mute silence. "We were-uh-we-"

To my disappointment, Jakob walked in wearing full ODST armour gear. "Time to go. Debriefing for the two of you will happen on the Pelican." He began to leave, when he stopped to look at Trey. "Thanks for prepping my stuff." With that being said, he left, walking out of the room.

Trey began to follow when I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. "We will talk about this later, okay?" I whispered to him, trying to emphasize that he did not have a choice.

He looked down at my hand, which was still holding onto his bicep. "Whoa, hey there!" He grinned. "If you wanted me this bad, all you had to do was just say so."

I stiffened at the remark, and let go. "Ugh. Let's go." I bit my cheek to further prevent myself from hurting him or saying something regretful back.

* * *

><p>"Trey, you're with Keating; Kiera, you're with me. Sarah's off by herself." Jakob informed us as Sarah maneuvered the Pelican to pick-up the Warthog. We all felt it latch on as it the Pelican shook with the vibrations.<p>

"Why am I with Keating?" Trey asked, somewhat complaining. "He'd probably send me off a cliff to my death."

"And I probably would if it weren't for my programming." Keating played along. "No, I'll help you out .. friend."

Trey looked like he was about to protest in a full-blown argument so I cut in: "What wreckage are we searching, Jakob?"

"The second one. We'll deploy the Warthog with you, and Trey will hitch a ride to save time to get to the first one. You'll then proceed to drop him off, and drive to your destination. Sarah will take the Pelican straight to the third wreckage. Any questions?"

"Uh, yeah." Trey spoke up again. "How long with this take? Tops?"

"Tops?" Keating paused for a brief second. "If there are no interruptions and the searches go well, four-six hours. Tops."

"Sounds easy." I leaned back in my seat. Glancing at Jakob, I figured I'd be fine with him.

"Everything looks to be in order." Sarah spoke over the COMs channel. "We're heading out now. Everyone should strap-in, just to be safe."

"I got you covered from the Nightingale." Keating add. "I have all access to the weapons, so trust me, I can always assist if need be."

"That's assuring." Trey mumbled.

Seeing he was somewhat uncomfortable, I smiled at him, making sure he saw. "It sure is, Trey." I beamed. "It sure is."

* * *

><p>I watched intently as the Pelican's signal moved away from the UNSC <em>Nightingale<em>, and towards the surface of Dessari. Alexander sat beside me, watching.

The blip that represented to Pelican moved forward slowly, getting closer and closer. I sighed, and pushed away from chair so I could stand.

"Our 'team' isn't doing so well." Alexander muttered, and took another sip of his coffee. "I told you we should have hired more competent people."

"We hired them because they are expendable, Alex." I replied angrily, sick of his complaining. "We don't need them around. That's why we hired them."

Alexander continued to watch the blip cross space and entered the planet's atmosphere. "I suppose you're right."

I huffed, covering up a laugh. "I know I'm right. Mr. Jakob Barnes and his Black Market trading, as well as Sarah Free's insolent mistake, they would not be here."

The blip disappeared, and a message appeared: PELICAN SAFELY ENTERED ATMOSPHERE; CONTINUE TRACKING? YES/NO

Alexander reached forward, and hit 'yes'. The screen regenerated to the Pelican's cameras, displaying all the views, as well as the option to view in-cam Helmet feed. I saw the teenagers sitting beside each other, with Jakob sitting across the them. Sarah continued to fly the bird from the cockpit.

I walked around to the projector, and changed the settings so it would be a constant live stream. Grabbing my own coffee mug, I went to take a drink when I noticed it was empty. "Well," I spoke up, walking to the door. "I'm going to get some more coffee. Want any?"

Glancing over, Alexander shook his head. "No thanks, I've had my fill for the day."

"Right. If anything happens, be sure to record all footage." I reminded him, for opening the door with a push of a button. It slid open with a faint hiss, and I stepped out into the grey hallway where fluorescent lights ran across the ceiling. "Be back in five minutes." I called to him, before the door slid shut.
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_Chapter Fourteen: Flashbacks_

***Jakob's POV***

"Really?" I asked after hearing Kiera's long story of the Trey and Keating incident. "So you're saying that not only did Keating actually claim that Trey was a gentleman, but he also said that you should forgive him for not hitting you?"

Kiera nodded in the passenger seat. "Yep. That's what happened. I still don't know what caused Keating to actually say something so...complimentary about Trey, but it's obvious that something was up."

"I'm sure there's a good reason," I replied, well knowing what that good reason was. After looking after Trey for over a year, you kind of come to understand his thoughts. Trey had probably made Keating put in some good words for him in front of Kiera because the AI lost the bet. That simple.

"I doubt it. Nothing about Trey ever says "good reason," ever," Kiera said, smiling to herself. Apparently, she got a good laugh out of insulting Trey from time to time. That's understandable. I do it all the time.

Anyway, there was a question for Kiera that had been on my mind for a while, and there was no better time to ask it. "So...what do you exactly think of Trey?" I knew for certain that Trey liked Kiera, and I'm sure everyone else knew it too, but I didn't know how Kiera thought of Trey.

Kiera looked over at me. "What prompted that question?" she asked, with a hint of defense in her voice. But then she shrugged and looked out of her side of the Warthog. "Well...he's interesting, to state it bluntly. He's also a pain and annoying, which I can tell he didn't get from his dad."

She's smart, I'll give her that. She managed to change the subject, and make it seem almost completely natural. "I'm not actually his dad," I replied. "I'm more of his...well..."

"...step-father?" Kiera suggested. "That's what you told my mom earlier."

I shook my head. "That's just what we use for paperwork and all that. He's really just someone I picked up back in my days in the militia, back on Reach." Those days were long gone, just a faint memory in the back of my head. A memory that I didn't want to relive.

"How exactly did you two meet?" Kiera pried further. "Was he trying to escape, or did you find him when you raided towns and killed civilians?"

I scoffed. "Who told you we did that?" Stories about the militia I was in, the Black Hand, were often twisted into stories that made us look like monsters. "We never raided a town that was full of civilians, and we never killed other humans. We looked after our species, unlike the UNSC, who turned tail and ran when they were going to get whipped."

Kiera backed down, catching on to the fact that she struck a sensitive spot. "Okay...never mind about that. But I still want to know how you met Trey."

"Well, I guess the story can't hurt," I replied, silently forgiving her for striking a nerve. "A small team from my militia was about to do something really stupid. Really, really stupid. Something that would make some of my comments beforehand sound hypocritical."

"What was so stupid?"

I laughed at the memory, even though it pains me. "Believe it or not, we were trying to take a suit of Spartan armor."

"That doesn't sound stupid," she commented. "Those suits are pretty badass."

"It's stupid when you're trying to take it from a live Spartan."

"Oh, yeah. That's really fucking stupid."

"Well, it went like this..."

* * *

><p>"<em>Any signs of them?" Reeves asked, looking through his rifles scope at the small town several hundred yards away. "I don't see nothin'." <em>

_I shook my head. "I don't see anything, but we know they're there. Jensen intercepted the orders from the UNSC yesterday." We were laying on our stomachs with SRS rifles, spying on the evacuated town in front of us. _

_The town was nestled high in the mountains just opposite of New Alexandria. A large highway ran right through it, making a high-value target for either side._

"_Covie troops are coming through the town, and the UNSC sent in the Spartan team to take them out," I told Reeves, shifting to the left a few inches. "There's even a rumor that there's high-ranking hingeheads are with the aliens. The UNSC couldn't pass up a target like that."_

_Reeves shrugged, tugging at the Black Hand bandana on his head. "Yeah, I know. Just like how we can't pass up the chance to get our hands on some MJOLNIR armor." He flicked on the safety on his rifle, and pushed himself up to his knees. "For the record, I think it's a horrible idea to try to take out a Spartan. Them things are like ten feet tall."_

"_Seven, but I agree. I'm just glad that we're just the scouts." I jumped to my feet, shouldering my rifle. "Come on, we need to move up. Get a better line of sight on them."_

"_Oh hell no," Reeves said. "I am not going to be anywhere near that place when the Covenant come rolling in. I'm going to be right here, on the nice, safe mountain range, watching the whole thing through the scope of my rifle and placing bets on how long it takes the Spartans to kick our teams' asses."_

"_Yeah, but...we're a team...we need to help." I shrugged. "Yeah, fuck that. I'm not dying for this stupid suicide mission." I kicked a rock and watched it roll down the ridge. "So...twenty bucks says our team won't last five minutes."_

"_I'll take that action."_

_Two gunshots rang out behind us, and Reeves whipped his rifle up in the direction of the sound. I pulled my pistol out of my hip holster, and aimed it in the same direction. "What was that?"_

"_Hey, if I knew, then I probably wouldn't have jumped like that," Reeves retorted. "You go first. I have the long range weapon."_

"_Wimp." I slowly walked forward, keeping the pistol out in front of me. The two shots were easily those of an M6C, one of the weakest pistols in the human armory. "Who's there?" I asked, getting no response. "Show yourself!"_

_When there was no reply again, I began to get uneasy. Then my foot hit something. "Reeves! Get the medic bag!" I shouted, holstering my pistol as I reached down to the kid on the ground. He looked to be about fifteen or sixteen, and there was a bullet hole in his chest, mere inches above his heart._

"_Here," Reeves said, thrusting the bag into my hands. "How bad is...oh shit. That looks pretty bad," he commented, noting the large amount of blood present. "Do you think we can help him? And even if we do, won't he slow us down?"_

_I shook my head, pulling out a roll of bandages. "It's not like we're going anywhere. And we're not the UNSC. We don't just leave people behind."_

* * *

><p>"...and we patched him up and took him to one of our hideouts. Once he was awake and able to move around, we took him to the rest of the civilians we were escorting to an evac station, and the city got hit hard. Trey and I were the only ones left, and we had to take shelter in a fallout bunker as Covenant ships glassed the city. We went down there as just two people, but after a few days down there, we had run out of things to say and were best friends."<p>

Kiera nodded, a smile spreading across her face. "Almost seems like something right out of a fairy tale," she remarked. "And you two lived happily ever after."

"I wish," I muttered. "Once we got off Reach, things went from bad to worse. Trey would wake up at nights screaming out the names of his friends, all who had died on Reach. He was having the same recurring nightmare, and nothing I tried to do to help worked."

"I haven't heard him at night at all," she said, pulling her helmet off and shaking out her hair. "What did you do that fixed it?"

With a sigh, I shook my head. "He still has the same nightmare on occaision, but from what I can tell he seems to be getting over it. But...it wasn't something that I did," I looked over Kiera.

She caught my gaze. "What? Who did what?"

Slamming on the brakes, the Warthog slid to a stop, kicking up mud. "Time for a break," I said, dropping the subject as I climbed out of the Warthog. "You can get out and stretch your legs if you want," I told her, even though we'd only been driving for fifteen minutes. "I'm going to take a leak."

"Oh...okay. Can I drive when you get back?"

"Sure."

I walked several yards into the woods, and found a nice tree. I didn't really have to relieve myself; I only made it up to get out of there before Kiera started asking too many questions. Question that would lead to me having to bring up the things that I left out of the story. Things I left out for her own protection.

Once I was sure that I was out of Kiera's sight, I leaned against the tree and began thinking. Thinking of ways to change the subject should Kiera try to bring it back up.

About a minute later, I heard the Warthog's engine revving up, and Kiera blew the horn. "Come on!" she shouted, "let's get going!"

"Stop being so impatient," I replied, walking back to the Warthog. "It takes a little bit long than it normally would since I've got all this armor on." Climbing into the passenger seat, I pulled my Battle Rifle from my back, and kept it in my lap. It gets really uncomfortable when you have them on your back and you try to sit down.

Before I could even fully sit down, the Warthog lurched forward, accelerating at a rapid pace. "Um...Kiera, "I said, nervously as the vehicle reached 75 miles an hour. When your going down a wide forest path at 75 miles an hour, there's a pretty good chance that you could run into something and potentially die. "You might want to slow down a little."

She smirked. "No can do. We're on a mission and we need to get to that ship as soon as we can. I want to beat my mom to completing our objective."

I groaned, reaching for the metal bar on above my seat. Something tells me that this was going to be a bumpy ride.

The Warthog jumped several feet in the air as Kiera drove off a small hill. "Woohoo!" she shouted, proud of the air she'd gained. I squeezed my eyes shut as the Warthog came down, bouncing spasmodically along with the force.

"We're almost there," Kiera said, slowly decreasing the Warthog's speed as the wrecked ship came into view. It was turned on its side, sunk down in the ground, and there appeared to be parts of the hull missing. What metal was left was an orange-brown color; completely covered in rust. "That's not a frigate..."

"Nope, that's a Marathon," I said, slowly gaining my senses again. I don't often get carsick, but on the bright side, all I can say is that I was glad that Trey wasn't driving. "It looks pretty old, probably a few decades, considering all the rust."

"So, there's pretty much no point in even checking it, right?" asked the insane teenage driver. "We can just turn around and leave, right?"

I nodded, but there was something about that ship that made me want to investigate it. Call it my sixth sense, the one that allows me to locate guns. "We can, or we can loot for weapons on that ship. There's bound to be something good if it's been abandoned for so long."

"Okay then. We'll stop." She slammed on the brakes, and I slammed into the dashboard. I would've sustained some injuries if I hadn't been wearing the armor. Kiera laughed at the sight. "Oh come on, you had to have seen that coming."

"Oh, shut up and let's loot."

Getting into the ship was a breeze. There were so many holes in the side that we just walked right though. When we entered we were in the mess hall. I know that because my old militia used to salvage old Marathons for their use. And the tables also helped give the location away.

"Weapons room should be down the hall and to the left," I told Kiera, once again drawing from my little packet of useful information. "Chances are it's probably locked, but based on the condition of the ship, we could just kick our way in. Theses walls are pretty weak now."

Kiera nodded, heading for the door to the hallway with her Battle Rifle raised, checking every corner for any enemy. I guess after our last mission went horribly wrong, she was making sure that she was putting her military training to good use. Hm, that got me thinking.

"Quick question, Kiera," I said, pulling my own Battle Rifle off my back, and flicking the safety off. "Why did you go to a military academy? It doesn't seem like something a teenage girl would find interesting and fun."

"Yeah, well, I got lucky," she muttered, trying the manual handle on the rusted door. When it fell off in her hands, she simply kicked the door with all her might, and it fell over with a heavy reverberating thud. "With my mom out running around fighting the aliens, I had no one to look after me. So, when I was old enough, I got sent the academy."

"What about your father?" I asked, taking the lead as we headed down the hallway to the armory. Kiera always had her gun up and at the ready, while I just kept my down in a causal pose. "I haven't heard much about him."

Kiera sighed, lowering her gun. "I never really knew much about him," she admitted. "All I know is that his name was Fredrick Williams, and that he was in the UNSC."

"I'm going to go out on a limb here," I said, as we reached the armory door. "That's where your parents met, right?" It was an easy assumption, but you still had to ask to make sure.

"Yeah, that's pretty obvious." Kiera tested the manual handle of the door, and had the same results as the previous door. So she repeated the process of kicking it, although it took three kicks before the ancient, rusty door fell to the ground. "If I remember correctly, he and my mom were seeing each other, but it was kept secret."

"Why?" The second after I asked, I instantly groaned at the sad sight of the armory. Weapons were scattered around on the floor, all in disrepair and unusable. The crates that were in the room were completely devoid of anything, and there were freaking plants growing the room. Completely worthless.

"I don't know," Kiera replied, running her hands over the empty weapons crates. "I wasn't there." She attached her Battle Rifle to her back, and began searching through all the closed crates. All of which were empty. Sliding her helmet off, she sat down on a crate. "Then he was up for promotion, but their relationship would've gotten in the way. They both denied it, and life went on for the both of them. Shortly after, Mom got sent off on maternity leave, and thus I entered the world."

"Ah, I see," I said, taking my own helmet off and tossing it on the crate next to Kiera. "That sounds like it has to be hard for you."

She waved the thought away with a simple flick of her hand. "It's not all that bad. If he had stuck around, things would've stayed the same, since they both seemed to favor their careers over their relationship."

"Wow, he sounds nice." I kicked one of the unusable gun across the room. "Well, there's nothing here that we can use, let's just go."

I turned to grab my helmet, but felt something hard slam into my back. I hit the ground, and rolled over to see my attacker, only to stare into the barrel of an M90 Shotgun.

"Don't move, or I'll shoot," said the man holding the gun, in a thick, accented voice. He was dressed in rag-tag armor, made out of various metal pieces from several different things. There was a thick brown beard hanging down from his face, indicating that he hadn't shaved in a while. "Don't move either, girlie. I'll shoot this man."

Kiera's hand was already halfway to her rifle when another man came out of the shadows and stole it from her. He pressed his own pistol into her back. "And if he tries anything, I'll shoot her."

Well, this was a sudden development. "Hey, look," I said, raising my arms to show that I was unarmed. "We're not your enemies. We didn't even know that anyone was down here." My mind was racing, processing thousands of possibilities as to who these people are and why they were here. Pirates seeking refuge? Convicts hiding?

The man with the shotgun snatched the pistol off my hip, and then proceeded to give me a full weapons search. There was nothing amateur about it, this man had some sort of training. "He's clean," he said, tossing the pistol to his comrade. "Check her."

"She doesn't have anything else on her but that rifle." I knew that simply saying that would be a long shot, but personally I didn't want to see them violating Kiera's personal space. Someone giving someone else a pat down to ensure that they don't have weapons is perfectly okay, but when the giving end is a middle-aged man, and the receiving end is a teenage girl, that's not.

But, as I predicted, it did little to help. Kiera had indifference on her face the whole time, as if she were used to something like this, and the man did it professionally, showing no signs of any inappropriate actions. "She's clean."

"Good," the first man scoffed, spitting a wad of siliva to the ground. "Now that that's outta the way, who are you, and why are you here?"

"I'm Jakob Barnes," I replied, making sure to keep my arms in sight. No need to get on their bad side. "Kiera and I were just searching for some old guns in here. We mean no harm."

Niether man seemed impressed. "So, you were just lootin' for weapons, eh? On our property, too."

"We didn't know anyone was still here," Kiera told them. "We were told that the planet was abandoned decades ago." She was handling the situation better than I was, since she seemed completely unfazed by the two humans that stepped out of nowhere. "We can leave, if you want us to."

The first man looked over at the second questioningly. "Mike? What do you think?" he asked, pulling a cigarette out of his pocket and putting it in his mouth. "They're not a threat, and they don't look like they're from the Jones tribe, and they seem to be tellin' the truth."

Mike lowered his pistol, and released his grasp on Kiera's arm. "Yeah, why not? But we're keeping their guns. I ain't never seen anything like them before," he said, admiring the BR85s.

"But-"

"It's okay, Kiera," I said, stopping her mid-sentence. "We have plenty of them on the ship."

"Oh, really?" said one of the men. "That's interesting. You two better get out of here before we start demanding those, too."

And with that, Kiera and I pretty much ran out the door and down the hall. Once we were out of earshot, we stopped and rested against the wall. "We're forgetting something," I said, knowing deep down that there was something we forgot. "I don't know what."

"Our helmets, genius," Kiera replied, tapping the side of her bare head. "They're still in the room."

With a sigh, we I went back to the room and leaned in. "Um, hey," I said awkwardly. The two guys were still in there, and one hand my helmet in his hand, pointing to something on it. "We kinda left those behind, so can we get them back?"

The man holding my helmet looked up at me, his eyes were flaming with anger. The man behind him, Mike apparently, rolled his eyes and sighed. "You didn't tell us you were with _them_," the first man seethed, raising his pistol at me. "Get your ass in here right fuckin' now."

Well, that escalated quickly. "Um, I thought we were cool," I said, raising my hands again and walking into the room. "We meant you no harm and stuff like that."

There was a scream down the hall, and a few seconds later a third man came walking in, with Kiera at gunpoint. There was a fresh scratch on his face that suggested Kiera fought back. I smiled. _Atta girl._

"You two are with them," the first man said again, obviously very angry at something. You could almost see the smoke coming from his ears. "Just give me a reason not to kill you right now."

"Um...who are we with, again?"

The man groaned and shoved the helmet in my face. "Them!" he shouted, pointing at the UNSC logo on the side. "You're one of them."

"The UNSC?" Kiera echoed. "Why is that a big deal? They're practically heroes on Earth."

"Heroes? Heroes! Ha!" he man laughed. "They have no right to be called heroes. They're not heroes, only cowards." He paused, letting that sink in. "Owen," he said to the third man. "We're taking them back to camp. Elain has to see this."


	15. Play, Pause, Rewind

__Chapter 15: Play, Pause, Rewind__

***Kiera's POV***

Owen recognized the ODST suits when he dragged me back to the rest of them, and demanded we take them off.

Jakob resisted, and got a black eye as the result. Before I could do anything to stop the men from hurting Jakob more, I was pushed down to the floor, and Owen grabbed my ponytail from behind. "Do you not believe me when I say I will hurt her?"

Jakob looked up from the floor, and glared at the men. He began pulling off his chest piece when Owen grunted his approval, and yanked me up. "Now you do the same." He shoved me towards Jakob, and turned to his friends immediately. "Was there anyone else?"

"No, Owen, there wasn't." Bill sighed, and began collected the pieces of armour we put on the floor. "Unless Hank saw anyone."

"Not me." Hank held his rifle up in caution. "These poor bastards are the only ones here."

I pulled my legs pieces off, then the boot. Soon, Jakob and I were in the bodysuits, and nothing more. Bill prodded Jakob's arm with the tip of his gun. "What're these?"

Seeing Jakob sigh in frustration, I intervened. "These," I pulled at my own bodysuit to show them the stretchy material. "Are bodysuits. Just made to only regulate body temperature." I partly lied, hoping they would buy it.

Hank curiously inspected Jakob's suit closely. I held me breath.

Finally, Own spoke up first. "Whatever, any bullet should go through those bodysuits if they try to run away. Let them keep it on, so we can go report back to Elain, she'll be waiting to hear on us."

As we were guided out of the ship, Hank began laughed. "Oooh, on a first name basis with the boss now?"

Owen straightened his body posture, and glared back. "She is our leader, and unforsaken ruler. I address as she tells me to." Hank had no response to that.

When I realized we were heading out to where to Warthog was parked, I looked to Jakob. He seemed to be noticing the same thing, and motioned for me to look down and say nothing. As I did what he instructed, I noticed the skin starting to blacken from where he got hit.

Owen was in front when he saw the Warthog first, and he stood disgusted. "Ugh, UNSC property." He kicked one of the front wheels with his foot. "Boss will want to get rid of this."

"Let's leave it here." Bill said, as he prodded me forward. I pushed my frustration anyway and calmed myself. There would be a way out of this.

As if in apology, Owen tapped the hood gently, thinking. "We should bring it with us, before any other tribes can use it for themselves."

"Even if the boss will want it destroyed?" Hank asked.

"Even if the boss wants it destroyed." Owen replied wearily. "She'll want to know that we found it either way, so let's not disappoint gentlemen."

Owen found the keys hidden in our armour, and he started it up much to Jakob's and I's anger. He then instructed his two friends to sit us back where the turret was, and cuff us to the frame. Owen drove, Bill sat in the passenger, and Hank swiveled around on the turret.

My arms began hurting from the awkward angle at which they were set, so I twisted myself so I was sitting on my knees, facing forward. Jakob sat quietly behind Owen, seemingly ignoring the bumpy ride.

As Owen figured out how to operate the Warthog, via tapping the gas and slamming on the breaks, he managed to get into moving at a reasonably good pace. He turned it around and headed it into an unknown direction.

The Warthog hit a bump, and the armour between Jakob and I bounced around. His helmet rolled so that I could see the HUD clearly. I strained to see the flashing light that was bleeping on and off the screen. I leaned forward, and recognized the notification; Keating was trying to make contact.

When Hank faced backwards from us, I stretched out my foot and poked Jakob. His eyes opened instantly, and I wasted no time. I moved my leg so it was touching the helmet, and I looked back to Jakob. I mouthed to him: "_Keating_."

He paused thinking, before he realized what I was saying. "_Help's coming_." He mouthed back.

I nodded, showing him I knew. Once Keating would realize we lost contact, he would track our position, and monitor our status from the _Nightingale_. He couldn't possibly bomb our current location without hurting us, so he would have to send Sarah, and maybe Trey to recover us and our lost equipment.

Looking out past my side, I watched as we entered a small forest. A leafy bush brushed my face before I could look away. Ten minutes into the drive, we entered a clearing.

Two men up ahead raised their arms, motioning for us to stop. Owen slowed down, and braked hard. I hit the side hard, and swore under my breath.

"Whatcha got here, boys?" The first man asked, as he studied the Warthog.

"We went back to the ship to collect more weapons, when we found these two." Owen said, pointed to us. "When we brought them outside, we found this beauty." He smiled, and patted the side.

The second man whistled, and walked up my side. He made eye contact with me, and stopped. "What's a pretty little thing like her doing he?" He gestured to me with his shouldered gun. I immediately wanted to hit him.

"Don't talk to her like that." Jake grumbled beside me. He leaned up over the top, and glared at the man.

The man in reply, smirked once he saw the black eye forming. "I'll do what I want." Turning back to Owen, he motioned to the crudely step up camp. "The boss is giving one of her speeches. I wouldn't drive this up here though, go to her own tent and leave it there. Cover it with a tarp."

"I know, Dan, I know." Owen waved the two men off, and drove forward again, this time more smoother than the last. Owen drove around the outside of the camp; over the loud engine of the Warthog, I managed to hear a woman yelling, and people cheering.

A big tent stood ahead, ten feet away from where Owen decided to brake. This time I was ready, and used my cuffs to brace my weight as I was tossed forward.

Owen turned off the Warthog, and left the keys in the ignition. I noted that in case we were presented with an escape. "Get out?" He muttered to Jakob.

Soon, Jakob's and my cuffs were undone, and we were dragged out. Bill had me by the back of my bodysuit. I stood up to get my feet underneath me but he continued to drag me forward.

I got angry.

I took advantage of the fact that they hadn't bothered to cuff my hands again, and I pretended to fall forward. I landed on my hands, and I felt the firm dirt ground. Pushing myself back up, I pulled my legs back under me, so I could crouch. Pivoting on my ankles, I saw Bill was reaching down towards me, so I hit his forearm away with me fist, feeling satisfied that the blow connected.

Seeing his other hand still come closer to me, I went to grab it when the butt of a gun hit me from behind. My vision flashed from the new pain, and I fell down, flat on my face.

This time, a rougher hand grabbed me and dragged me forward. "Stupid bitch." The person tossed me, and I rolled onto my side. I glanced up to see Owen go to kick me when Bill stepped in the way.

"Don't." Bill lowered his voice, and raised his hands up, to show he was fine. "You know what Elain would say if the girl was found hurt."

Owen narrowed his eyes, and spat a wad of saliva off to the side. "Whatever." He commented dryly, before pushing Bill aside and stepping over me.

As I started to get up, berating myself for not expecting the attack, Bill reached forward and grabbed my arms. "Not this time." He whispered, and cuffed my hands behind my back. I looked up to see Hank doing the same to Jakob.

Jakob just stared plainly at my while I stared blankly back before Bill pushed me forward, marching me an arms-length away from him.

Owen had opened the tent flap, and revealed a wide interior. Decorated just as primitive as the camp, few belongings and various items were scattered throughout the tent; most notably, a metal stake rack dug into the ground.

Bill moved me over there. "Sit down," he instructed. "Back to the rack."

I followed what he said, and he uncuffed me so he could fit the cuffs in between the bars. I looked to my left, and saw Jakob being handled similarly.

Hank fumbled with the cuffs though, and I managed to get a glimpse of engraved writing on the cuffs before he steadied his hands, and locked Jakob to the rack.

Closing my eyes, I began testing the cuffs to find that they weren't necessarily strong, but not necessarily weak. I could feel the cuffs dig into my wrists, but I also felt the metal straining to remain attached.

"Hank, Bill, you stay here. I'm going to go get the boss."

I opened my eyes to see Owen walk out of the tent the main entrance, the flaps closing softly behind him. In my peripheral vision, I saw Bill standing right beside, rigid and quiet.

Glancing to my left again, Jakob sat comfortably at our now prison bars while Hank stood relaxed, chewing something in his mouth.

"Well, Bill." Hank commented, and began checking over his obviously old and worn rifle. "Looks like we're gonna have to-"

"Shut it." Bill said, as a crowd outside began cheering again.

I perked up, trying to listen better when Owen came back into the tent, this time, an old lady in the lead.

She seemed frail, with her bony figure, wrinkly face, and long grey hair. Her skin was pale, taunt, but she smiled when she met my eyes. "What have you brought for me, Owen?" She asked, brushing a piece of grey hair back. She smiled, revealing teeth that were somehow still there.

Owen straightened his posture. "We found these two scavenging from the fallen ship, Boss."

She approached Jakob first, and tentatively held a hand out, touching his chin. She pushed his chin up, and he complied, letting the light fall on and off his face. "Looks like he's got a nice shiner, boys." She stood back up. "Did he resist?"

"More so then he should have, ma'am." Hank replied.

The old lady came to me next; no doubt my now messy ponytail and dirty face made me look younger. She smiled, but didn't touch my face like she touched Jakob's. "And who are you?" "

I almost began to say my real name, but decided against it. I raced through my thoughts, trying to find a suitable name for some reason. "J-June." I stuttered. I began to criticize myself for stuttering, and saying 'June' instead of 'Julia' but I decided to go along with it to keep my charade up. "Are you g-going to hurt us?" I pretended to look worriedly in Jakob's direction, but quickly looked back to the old woman.

She laughed, and took my face in her hands, fingers stroking the dirt on my cheeks. I made fists with my hands, fighting to not pull away. "Oh, dear." She laughed again, more loudly than the last. "Of course not, if you don't threaten the safety of my people.

_Ha. My people_.

"Excuse me," I heard Jakob speak up. We both turned to look at him. "We were scavenging the ship looking for weapons, but we happened upon your men, and after agreeing to let us go, they took us hostage for no damn reason."

Owen went to speak but the lady raised her hand, requesting he remain silent. Complying, Owen rolled his eyes, and looked away. The lady dropped her hands from my face-thankfully-and stood up. "They agreed to let you go?" She eyed the men standing around us, but from what I could see, neither had the guts to make eye contact.

"Yeah," Jakob continued, sighing as he did. "We even agreed to not tell anyone about meeting with them, but when we realized we forget our own .. equipment, we went back to retrieve it but he-"Jakob jerked his chin in Owen's direction, "decided to take us hostage anyways."

The old lady looked back to Owen, and Owen stared at her without wavering. "I noticed you have a rather long cut on your face, Owen." She murmured, studying him.

Owen swallowed nervously. "Nothing but a scratch, boss."

She looked back to me, then back at him. "Sure," she said. "What did they have?"

Bill left my side, and opened the side of the tent to reveal the Warthog. "We found this. Their ODST armour is in the back."

The woman walked to where Bill was standing, and appeared lost in thought for the moment. "Is it all UNSC?" She asked to all the three men.

"Yes ma'am." Came the reply in unison.

"Rip it all apart, and take what you can. Burn the rest." She motioned for Bill to close the opened flap, and he dropped it. "You are the only three on my council, aside from Devon. Tell this to no one." She hissed at them threateningly. "The people still believe everything is our own, and that the UNSC still abandoned us."

The three men shifted uncomfortably on their feet. "I hate to be intrusive, Boss-" Owen began to speak up but she cut him off.

"Don't be intrusive. You know your place; I suggest you stay in it." She said without looking.

"Look, Elain." Owen began, obviously to the old woman's-Elain's irritation. "I get that it's UNSC, and I get that they abandoned us when the Covenant came, but this is some seriously good stuff that we may never get our hands on again."

Now Elain turned around, and walked to where Owen stood. I watched in some amusement, that even though Elain lacked the height and build that Owen had, she still had the air of command the Own very much lacked.

"Do you have to be reminded of her place?" Elain snapped at Owen. She raised her left hand, and Hank began raising his weapon, trained on Owen.

Owen looked to Hank, then back to Elain, fear glinting in his eyes. "No ma'am." He said, his voice laced with emotion. "I will stick in my place, ma'am."

Elain lowered her hand, as Hank lowered his weapon. "Good," she said. She smiled widely at him. "Remember that the next time you question my authority."

Owen looked down at the ground, seemingly ashamed as Elain strode back over to where Jakob and I still sat tied up. "Well, June, and...?"

Jakob answered without hesitation. "Nicholas."

"Well then, June and Nicholas, you will be given a fair trial done by the people of my camp, and if they deem you worthy enough to become part of our sacred tribe, you will be granted access." Elain smiled again; I felt my skin crawl. "And if you they don't deem you worthy, you will be killed at the public execution."

Thinking back to what Owen said, I realized that he wasn't kidding about the public execution. Elain spun on her feel and left the tent, letting the flap drift closed behind her.

Owen looked back up, and began commanding Hank and Bill: "Find two guards to stay stationed here until the trial tomorrow. You four will then each remain on six hour shifts until then trial. Are my orders clear?"

"Yes, Owen." Bill sighed, and shouldered his gun. "Go be pissy somewhere else if all you're gonna do is boss us around."

Owen went to reply, but restrained himself, and left promptly the way Elain left.

Bill turned to Hank and said: "Well. Shall we go find those other two guards?"

Hank laughed, but it sounded forced to me. "I'm thinking Ethan will be a good fit here; the kid needs to get out more and help me with stuff instead of spending him time doing drills."

"Good for you, Hank." Bill walked over and clapped him on the back. "Now you can help me find an extra."

Hank stopped, and stared down at us two. "Should we ditch them?"

Bill also stopped, before he pulled at Jakob's cuffs with a foot. "They should be good. They wouldn't get anywhere anyways."

Hank shrugged, and the two men left through the side exit where the Warthog was now covered under an old tarp.

I held my breath and waited ten seconds before speaking. "Are you alright?"

"Yeah, I'm fine." Jakob replied. "Any plans?"

"If Keating is already tracking our position, then Sarah or Trey should already be informed." I paused before speaking further. "Even then, this camp seems to lack basic access to anything technologically advance, so we would definitely have the advantage if we got our suits back."

"If we got our suits back before they decide to tear them apart." Jakob muttered. "And the Warthog; I'd hate to see that go."

"Me too." I sighed, thinking of a plan. I tried pulling at my cuffs again, and this time, I stretched them further. "These hand cuffs aren't the model make, but they're probably just old."

Jakob chuckled. "Everything they use here is old and outdated. I recognized the weapon models they were carrying before they took ours, and it's just unbelievable that those guns have made it this far."

"Ha, yeah, I guess." I chuckled too, hoping to ease the situation. I quietly wished that Trey and my mother were having better luck than us, because yet once again, it was only the second planet and we were in trouble-_again._
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_Chapter Sixteen: A Guy Called Ethan_

***Trey's POV***

"No, you're just an idiot."

"I'm not an idiot. I am an AI."

"Yeah, and that stands for Artificial Idiot."

As you can tell, Keating and I were getting along pretty well.

I kicked my feet up on the control console, and leaned back in my seat. Our objective had been simple. We flew over the wreck, which just so conveniently happened to have some power still in it. From there, it was simple to just hack into it and download the logs.

"Trey," Keating said, leaning against the wall, despite that he was a hologram, and pinching the bridge of his virtual nose. "I don't care what you think, people do get operations to swap their genders. It might sound crazy-"

"Stupidly crazy," I corrected.

"...right, whatever. Anyway, it's their body, it's their choice."

"I know," I said the for millionth time. "But it just doesn't make sense. What would have to happen to..." I trailed off as Keating cocked his head to the side, raising his index to his mouth to silence me. "What's wrong?"

He shook his head. "Jakob and Kiera's IFF tags are acting...strange."

"How so?"

"They're moving, but they're not wearing them."

I sighed in relief. I thought something bad had happened to Kiera. And Jakob. I didn't forget about him. "Relax, they probably just took them off while they were driving. Nothing major."

Keating didn't seem so sure. "I'm going to try to establish contact." Several seconds passed of silence; nothing but the hum of the ship's on board computers could be heard. "They've dropped out of contact. Trey, I'm fear the worst."

At this point, I was starting to get a little uneasy. "Well...where are they now? Can you pull up their location? Maybe they're just away from their helmets, or something?"

"No, they're helmets are moving. They're moving too fast to be walking or running, so their in the Warthog," Keating analyzed. "However, the movement of the vehicle is not that of either Jakob or Kiera. It's too jerky and sporadic. They could be wounded."

An image came to my mind, one I didn't want to see again. _Krystal laying on the ground, large purple needle stick out of her throat. A pool of blood surrounds her body..._ I shook it off. The thought that Kiera could be suffering the same at this very moment chilled me to my core. I wasn't going to let it happen to her.

"Bring the ship down Keating. I'm going in."

"What?"

"I'm going after them. They could be in trouble, and I'm the only one that can help them."

"I'm sure that I can contact Sarah and have her here-"

"No," I insisted, my voice in a dead steel tone. "I'm going to do this by myself. Everyone here thinks that I'm just some dumbass goofball, and it's about time for me to prove them wrong." I ran off to the armory, mentally running over a list of weapons I wanted.

This was going to be the most awesome rescue ever. Of all time.

* * *

><p><strong>*Jakob's POV*<strong>

Kiera and I were just staring at each other. After arriving at the village of these strange people, which looked like a huge shantytown, we had been thrown into a tent guarded by a huge, heavy-set man carrying a rather mean looking machine gun. The UNSC logo on the older weapon and been scratched off, for whatever reason.

"So," Kiera said, keeping her voice low so the guard wouldn't hear. "What do you think about this whole trial thing? Do you really think that these people would accept us into their...society?"

I shook my head. "It wouldn't be that easy. I've been observing them, and it's obvious that they don't really feel all that warm toward the UNSC. The eagle logo has been taken off of everything that they use, and they seem to just hate saying the word. Nearly everything we brought with us was made by the UNSC, and has that plain as day on the side. They probably hate us too."

"But why? What makes them hate the UNSC? What did they ever do to them?"

"Perhaps they-"

Before I could finish, the tent flap opened. A young man, roughly 18 or 19 years old walked in, eying the both of us in awe. There was a toolbelt around his waist, and he had a small scanner in his hand.

"Um...can we help you?" Kiera asked, looking up at the guy. "You might want to close your mouth," she said, noting how his mouth was slightly ajar. "You might accidentally catch a fly."

He quickly closed his mouth, but the same light of wonder was in his eyes. "You're...you're the new people," he said, inspecting each of us over and over again. "Yeah, you're not from around here, are you?"

"Oh, and what gave that away?" I asked, partially sarcastic. I mean, really, we're two people who arrived on this planet from space, with weapons and armor that were made after the planet was lost to the Covenant. Speaking of which... "How did you guys survive?"

"Survive what?" the guy asked, looking at me strangely. "There's been nothing that's threatened our people recently. The neighboring tribes attack on occasion, but they are of no concern. We have better weapons than they do."

"I think he meant the Covenant," Kiera clarified. "How did you live through the invasion? This planet is registered as dead and glassed in UNSC records."

The guy scoffed. "I wouldn't doubt that. The UNSC has always been wrong." He removed the glasses from his face and wiped them on his shirt. "But, about those demons, the Covenant, we beat them. At least, according to Elain."

Kiera and I shot each other a look. They _beat _the Covenant? These people were supposed to be farmers at the time of the invasion. How could farmers beat back an entire armada of alien invaders that possessed more technology than they did?

"If what you say is true, then that would mean that your a descendant of the original colonists," I said, putting the pieces together. This kid was too young to be around at the time, but his parents might have been there. "You and your...people, have been living here ever since?"

He nodded. "Yes, Elain and some of the elders were around during the demons attack. They were the ones that rallied our people to war when the UNSC abandoned us to eternal damnation."

Demons? Eternal damnation? Either this kid is speaking like Shakespeare, with metaphors and all that other stuff, or someone's been exaggerating on their old war stories. "Kid, do you know exactly what the Covenant is?"

"Of course. They were the demons, straight out of hell, that wanted to drag us back into the fiery pit with them. The UNSC were supposed to be our guardian angels, but they ran when they could not handle the demons."

Yeah, I'm going to have to go with the second option. "Sounds like you've been given some misinformation, kid," I told him. "The Covenant weren't demons out of hell, although that's a fitting metaphor."

"What do you mean? Of course they-"

"Nope," Kiera chimed in. "They were just a bunch of aliens from various planets bent on wiping out humanity. There's nothing demonic about them."

"...You're wrong."

"Are we?" I asked. "After all, we're the ones that came from Earth. We've been around; we know things. You, on the other hand, have been stuck here all your life, living in a ruined society. I think it's a no-brainer here."

The guard poked his head in the tent, quietly eyeing all three of us. Through the flap, I could see that it was night out. "Ethan," he said, "I told you just to take a look at their armor. I never said anything about having a discussion with them." He snapped and point at the heap of armor. "Start to work. It would be better if you took it to a different place, but it's your job, not mine. Just remember that Elain said to take anything of value. We're scrapping the rest."

With a slight sigh, Ethan set to grabbed a helmet and set to work. He looked at it, inspecting it from every angle. Then he slipped it over his head, and began mashing the buttons on the side.

Kiera and I shot each other a look. This has to be the weirdest situation at we've ever been in...at least so far in this expedition. We needed a way out of this, but right now we were handcuffed and there was a whacko who had one of the most messed up history lesson ever, of all time.

Then Ethan suddenly did a double take, shocked at something in the helmet. He gasped in awe as he pressed more of the buttons. I could hear a voice echoing out from the helmet. Looks like he's met Keating.

Ethan yanked the helmet off, and his eyes were wide with fear. "There was a...a person," he muttered. "They were broadcasting to this helmet from somewhere else, but I've never seen someone like him...he looked like a computer."

"Yep. That's Keating. He pretty much is a computer."

"Very likely," Ethan replied, looking down at Kiera. "I know quite a bit about computers, and I know that a human can't be one."

I rolled my eyes. "Then you've obviously never met and AI before, have you?"

He turned his glance to me. "No, I have never met one of these AIs, but I have heard of them. I've heard that the people in the boneyard have one." Ethan paused, and he thought something over. "Um...what does the A stand for."

"Artificial."

"Oh. What's the I-"

"Intelligence."

"So, this Keating is an artificial intelligence, so you claim," Ethan mused. "I would like to meet him in person, and see this for myself."

I opened my mouth to speak, but Kiera beat me to it. "Well, let's make a deal. You help us escape, and we'll let you talk to Keating." That wasn't what I was going to say, but it did make more sense. She raised her cuffs up to him. "Deal?"

Ethan was hesitating. I could tell that he was into computers and the like, and the opportunity to meet and talk to what could be called a sentient computer was something that would only come around once every ten lifetimes.

"No, my people would have my head when they found out," Ethan said, after several seconds of thought. He was choosing his life over meeting Keating. Now that I know Keating, that doesn't sound like much of a bad choice. It would be the same thing that I would've chose.

"Well," Kiera said, "maybe we could..." she trailed off, and then started scooting closer to me. The young lady leaned over to my ear and whispered her plan. "Perhaps we could take him with us?"

"Kiera! Are you crazy!" I blurted out, catching the attention of Ethan, and then the guard poked his head in the tent and gave us one of those stares that could kill. About five seconds later he pulled his head inside.

After everything had blown over, I whispered back to her. "What could we do with some guy like this? He'd probably just get in the way and mess us up. Not to mention, ONI would have a fit if they had to add more on to reward."

Kiera sucked in a breath. "Well...he said he was good with computers. That has to count for something, right? And even if we don't need him, we can just drop him off at Earth and let the UNSC deal with him. They'd probably be surprised to hear that there's still some people out here."

I shook my head. "This is crazy," I muttered. But I didn't see any other way out of this. There wasn't another option. "So, Ethan, is it? Suppose we offered to...um, let you come with us?" I said, making sure that I was quiet enough so the guard wouldn't hear. "That way, you don't have to worry about your people wanting to kill you, and you get to meet Keating."

Ethan sighed. "I don't know. How many of you are there?"

"It's just me and Jak- Nicholas, and my mom and...this other guy who's kinda of a nut. So, four."

He shook his head. "I shouldn't."

I could sense the true hesitation in him. He wanted to go, but he felt obligated to stay. I might as well try my luck. "Oh, come on. There's lots of computers for you to play with."

"...anything else?"

Oh good. He was starting to be open to negotiation. That means that we actually have a shot at getting away. "Um...what about mechanics?" I asked, glancing down at the mixture of various tools on his belt. "There's plenty of mechanical stuff for you to mess around with."

"Yeah, you can work on our Pelican and Warthog," Kiera suggested, "You know, if you don't disable them or blow them up or something."

Ethan blew out a breath of air. "Screw it. I'll do it. This place never was all that great anyway." He leaned out the front of the tent and smiled at the guard. "Hey, if you want to take off work early and hang out with your friends, I'll keep an eye on them for you."

"Oh, thanks Ethan," the guard said, and we heard his footstep running away. He must be really eager to get away from his post.

"There, he's gone," Ethan said, pulling his head back into the tent. "The keys are on the table."

Kiera and I looked at the table, where the keys to the handcuffs were sitting less than five feet away. "Um, how come neither of us noticed those before?"

* * *

><p>"Okay, now what?" Kiera and I had spent the last few minutes putting our armor on. It took us longer than it normally did, since we got walked in on one time. That guy is now unconscious and has his hands and feet handcuffed. Ethan even shoved an old rag into his mouth to keep him quiet should he wake up.<p>

Ethan shrugged. "I don't know. You're the ones that are supposed to come up with the plans."

I groaned. He hadn't been with us for more than fifteen minutes, and he was already learning Trey's favorite tactic. Blaming me. "Okay, where are we in your village? Are we at the edge or in the middle."

"...towards the middle."

"Fuckin' great," I swore. This was just great. We were in the middle of the village, and there was no possible way to get out without being seen. "What about a distraction? You know, draw their attention to one area, and go the other way."

"I do know what a distraction is," Ethan replied irately. "But I don't know what to do for one."

An idea crossed my mind. "I think I have an idea." I pressed the button on the side of my helmet, and soon Keating's avatar appeared on the comm screen. "Hey Keating, we need a distraction."

"Jakob? Finally! I've been trying to establish contact with your for hours!" the AI exclaimed. "What the hell happened?"

"We got held captive, and we need a distraction to get out of here," I explained. "Do you think you can do something?"

"I don't think I can do something, I know I can do something," Keating answered, sounding slightly offended. I huffed. Computers. "What held you captive? There's not supposed to be anything alive down there."

"Keating, I'll go into more detail at a later time, just give us that damn distraction!"

"...are you trying to draw your captors away from your location?"

"Duh."

"Alright, I'll take care of it. Sarah is on her way with the Pelican. You'll probably have to make a detour to pick up Trey."

"What did he do this time?"

Keating nervously laughed. "Well, when he found out you were captured he ran out and was planning to rescue you. I don't think it turned out all that well."

I sighed. "That idiot...okay, thanks." I cut the communication and turned back to my troops. Or in this case, Kiera and that other guy. "Okay, Keating is going to make a distraction for us, and then we'll make a break for it." My glance went to Ethan. "We'll be counting on your knowledge of the terrian to get us to a safe spot. Do not mess up and get us caught. We'll have to kill you then."

Kiera shook her head when she saw the horrified look on Ethan's face. "He's just making that up. We won't kill you."

"What? Yes, we will."

She punched my shoulder. "Shut up. We need to focus on getting out of here. When's Keating's distraction coming?"

Just as she finished the sentence, there was a whistling sound over head followed by the loud roar of an explosion. "I think that was it," I muttered, looking outside the tent flap. Smoke was rising on the horizon, and I could see some building's set ablaze. "He fired a missile at them. Fascinating. Let's go."
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__Chapter 17: 14 Minutes and 58 seconds__

"That idiot!" Jakob spat out. He rushed to where our weapons lay in a pile, and he picked up his, brushing off the dirt. "That goddamn idiot."

Ethan's attention focused on Jakob. "Who?" He asked, puzzled.

"Probably Trey." I sighed in reply, and waited for the verdict.

"Apparently Keating let him come rescue us, and is about five minutes away." Jakob huffed, and he shouldered the weapon.

"We are working together, Jakob. I am assisting him, and I doubt he will come into harm's away to such a degree that it'll kill him." Keating spoke up, talking to both of us. "He is aware of the situation, as I'm still monitoring from the __Nightingale__.

"Nightingale?" Ethan asked, but I shushed him with a wave of my hand.

"No time." I replied, resorting back to my sharp tone. "What other dangers do the rebels possess? We need to get out of here with all of our equipment whole, not in pieces."

His brow become furrowed as he thought about it. "Well, from the looks of what you got, all we have is outdated technology." He shrugged. "So nothing dangerous, and if I dare say, the only danger it faces is that it may break."

"Good." I nodded. I approached the pile, and grabbed all my ammo and guns again, wishing a silent thanks that I had them back. "Trey should be our top priority."

Jakob agreed, and Ethan didn't say anything. "What about me?" He suddenly asked, seeming timid.

I paused, before putting the remainder of my grenades away. "You will do to secure the Warthog, or at least make sure that we have a chance of clearing a path to it."

I saw him shake his head yes, and some blood drained from his cheeks. "Im not sure how though, but I'll still try."

I took a deep breath, and went back over to him. I looked at him right in the eyes, and placed my now gloved left hand on his shoulder. "Look, all you have to do is secure the Warthog. If anyone asks, the prisoners didn't escape. We're still here, tied up, harmless. As for us being guarded, just say whoever left the post went to go take a leak."

Ethan's nodding slowed, and he nodded one last time, seeming sure of himself now. "Roger that, Captain." He smiled at me.

_Ugh_. "Don't call me Captain." I repolarized my visor and checked the side of the tent. The way was clear. "ETA to Warthog should be in five minutes." I called out to Ethan as softly as I could. Jakob knelt on the other side of the tent flap, waiting for my lead. "Be there Ethan, and we'll see you get out of this place for good."

I turned away before I could see Ethan's response, hoping he got what I said. I motioned for Jakob to open the tent flap, and he pulled it back to reveal an empty landscape surrounding a sea of tents. We weren't too far from the edge, but still far enough inside the camp to cause me to worry.

"A distraction will be a our best bet to at least try and make it out alive, if not, close to alive." I murmured to myself, and let the tent flap fall back down. "We should get moving regardless before he-" I motioned to the knocked out guard. "-wakes up any time soon. He'd cause us too much trouble."

"But you still haven't told us a plan." Jakob pointed out. He sounded somewhat worried, but I disregarded it.

I looked back at Ethan and Jakob, suppressing a sigh. "Well, if Trey is coming, he may be of some ... help."

Jakob snorted. "Some help, not a whole lot."

"Well we have to make do." I insisted, understanding why Jakob would be concerned. Trey wasn't the best soldier, but he managed to get with a luck I think none of us possessed. "Where is he planning on making contact, Keating?"

"South-Western edge of the camp." The AI replied, and a map flashed up on my HUD, highlighting the area. "If you leave now, you can meet him."

"We'll do that then. So let's go."

* * *

><p>A couple of guards walked in a perimeter-defense type fashion, but their backs were turned to us.<p>

I snuck out first, making sure to check my 03:00 before heading to the next tent. Jakob followed suit, letting the tent flap fall back to where it was before.

"Keating, I want a sitrep on Trey." I whispered into my mic. I opened the next tent flap, and once I saw this make-shift home was clear, I snuck in, Jakob following behind.

"He's actually quite close to you." Keating replied as we checked back on the two guards by opening the back of the tent up. "Less than 50 metres off to your left."

The two guards, who were less than 50 metres off of our left startled at something. One raised his old UNSC weapon into the bush while the other cautiously walked forward.

We watched as the second guard stuck his the tip of his rifle into the bush, only to have it yanked away from him.

He jumped back in alarm but couldn't avoid the purposely fired shot that placed a bullet into his leg. As he fell down in pain, howling, the first guard opened fire only to be shot in the arm, causing his to drop his gun. I almost felt Jakob wince beside me as the weapon hit the ground with a thud.

Of course, Trey popped his head out of the bushes. He seemed in control, and mowed down the standing guard, killing him and the man on the ground without hesitation.

I opened a COM channel to him immediately. "Trey, right in front of you. We're here."

He looked up as soon as I started talking, and Im pretty sure we made eye contact. He replied smoothly. "Understood, coming to you, hold on."

Jakob started to laugh as we watched Trey struggle to drag the bodies back into the bush where no one would see. He then collected ammo and started to jog over to us.

Just as he was half-way, he tripped, landing on the ground at an awkward angle. I heard him groan over the COMs as I shot up, ready to go assist.

Another set of perimeter guards entered our area, and stared at Trey getting up off the ground. One man shook his head, the surprise over, and brought his gun up to shoot.

Trey was faster, and he dropped back on the ground, firing a shot into the man's thigh. I fired off a shot of my own, and watched it land happily in the man's chest, knocking him back, killing him.

I went to go shoot the guard on the ground when Jakob ended up killing him as he also took aim. Trey scrambled back onto his feet, and ran towards us at all speed.

He slowed down and halted before us, breathing a bit heavy. I looked over him, impressed. "Good job, Trey."

Trey looked over me as well, before meeting my gaze. "Is that a compliment, Free?"

I stared at him, surprised.

"We need to get moving. ASAP." Jakob commented, throwing the moment away. "Keating said he radioed Sarah and she's supposed to meet us here in five-ten minutes."

"Yes," Keating said dryly. "I have weapons on standby, since I think it's fair to say that the element of surprise is now gone. I'm detecting movement on the far side of the camp from using your suit's sensors. We should have company soon."

I reacted quickly. "Let's go then, before we end up ruining anymore of these people's precious society."

Trey didn't question me, and followed behind without saying a word. I wondered if he was feeling fine.

"Ethan has the Warthog now." Keating spoke up as we snuck into a second tent. "He's standing by."

This time, as expected, Trey did speak up. "Ethan?"

"Our rescuer." Jakob replied, lifting up the side of the tent flap to check our surroundings. "We agreed to take him with us if he let us go."

"But I was the one coming to rescue you guys." Trey complained almost quietly. He sighed, and shrugged his shoulders. "Oh well, let's not keep him waiting then."

Just as Jakob lifted the tent flap further, a large group of men ran by, causing Jakob to curse and drop the flap back down. We heard the woman's voice yelling orders; it seemed impossible that she still could have that much power in a fail body.

Trey listened intently as she continued to yell. "Is she the boss then?"

"Yes." I replied back. "We're two tents away, and if Ethan has the Warthog, we should go while we still can. It doesn't sound like they're all rallied up for a formal search and destroy tactic."

We all waited while another large group ran past, their boots thudding against the ground. "Can we even make it? Once they see us, they'll start shooting!" Jakob hissed. He shifted his weight as he remained crouched. "We need a distraction."

"I can provide a distraction." Keating said. "I'll send our hosts a little something that should keep them occupied, and distracted so we can get away much cleaner.

"A little something?" I thought about what he was suggesting. "What if we hit civilians?"

"I will not aim for the camp, but for the landscape outside the camp. The noise, flames, and overall terror it'll ensue shouldn't be deadly except to those who were in the wrong place at the wrong time."

Trey nodded. "Let's do it."

Jakob reluctantly nodded, and the two father-like-son pair turned to me. I thought about it a bit more before making up my mind. "How long will it take to hit the surface?"

"Approximately four minutes, maybe less if I aim it a slightly more defined angle than-" He stopped mid-thought. "Detecting slipspace rupture. Covenant Cruiser on approach. ETA to planet: 16 minutes. Our signal is masked, but it won't be if it gets any closer."

We all froze, holding our breath.

"Drop the missile." I spat out, and stood up, brushing against the tent wall awkwardly.

"Informing Sarah." Jakob exited the COM channel to pull one up with my mother while Trey also stood up.

We pulled the tent back to see Elain standing in front of a crowd of men, all armed and dressed with ragtag weapons and pieces of bullet-proof clothing.

"Remember to check everything. We've already lost four good men to those .. disgusting people." She shouted out, and motioned for everyone to disperse. "Go! If you find them, put a bullet in their heads or capture them alive for a public execution. I leave these decisions up to you, the true people who deserve to decide their death!"

The men shouted back, and immediately a group turned around to see us staring at the tent. They shouted to the others, and brought their guns to, starting to shoot.

I whipped the tent flap back and dove on the ground beside a bed, landing on my back. Trey twisted his body behind a small dresser and Jakob threw a grenade under the billowing tent cloth, into the midst of chaos that only just had begun to happen.

Bullets sliced through the air, and I could hear them impale objects around us loudly and clearly. I pressed my arms around my head until I felt the ground vibrate as the grenade detonated.

"Small missile on approach." I heard Keating say over the COM channel. "It's area of impact isn't close to you, but you should still be leaving."

I uncovered my head, and propped myself up to see one of the guard storm into the tent. I shot him in the shoulder, and he spun around, dying even before he hit the ground. "Copy, we're on our way. Tell Ethan to get the engine warmed up."

I helped Jakob up, who rolled to the other side of the tent while Trey stood up from behind the dresser. "Let's go already!" He shouted, and motioned for us to get in front.

I took up the leading position, and noticed how threads of the tent were streaming in the wind. "Follow me, don't stop unless you get hit. If you do get hit, keep going."

Without waiting for a reply, I jumped outside the tent, feeling adrenaline rush through my body. My heightened sense began to take effect as I saw a group of people rush towards me, almost too slowly.

I raised my DMR up and began pulling the trigger in an ordinary fashion. I took down two before they stared to fire back; I felt the bullet impact my armor, but I felt no pain. I saw the tip of a gun enter my peripheral vision from off to my side, and bullets were fired, taking down the remaining guards in the group.

I jumped over the bodies of the men who I had shot, and ran right into a tent. I saw a screaming mother hold her child close to her as I continued to run right out to the other side, ripping ODST sized holes in the material.

As I freed myself from the tent, I almost collided with a young boy, who clutched a knife tightly in one hand. He gasped in surprised and tried to hit me when I caught the blade on my gun. I knew he meant no harm, so I gently pried his fingers off the handle, and tucked the knife away in my armor. I moved him off to the side, and continued on my way.

Trey got ahead of me, and was starting to tear through the next tent when the Warthog raced around the corner. Ethan sat in the driver's seat, hair sticking up in random places, face serious but also afraid. He slammed on the brakes, just avoiding hitting Trey narrowly as the big, drive-able beast slid to a stop.

Jakob jumped into the passenger seat without waiting, and Trey gripped the hood, holding on so he wouldn't fall over. "Trey!" I shouted at him, running to the back. "Get in and shoot the turret!"

He let go of the front, and ran around to the other side. "I can't shoot hell with this thing!"

"No, but you can damn well try!" I yelled back, scrambling into the back myself. I hooked an arm around the side to make sure I wouldn't fall out while Trey clambered in.

He handed me his gun, and I set it down beside me, out of the way from his boots. I banged the side once I saw he was secure. "Drive!"

The tires spun and took off as Jakob must have told Ethan where to drive. I felt myself lurch side to side as we drove in an odd pattern throughout the camp.

"Missile approaching, get ready for impact." Keating informed us all over the COM. Sure enough, I looked up to the sky and swore I thought I saw it coming down.

We blasted through what I hoped was an empty tent and into the clearing when a shriek sounded, and the ground shook as the missile landed. I saw a large black cloud of smoke immediately spring up into the once clear sky as fire began to paint the far side of the camp. More people were running about, shouting and arguing with each other we drove away further.

Trey stood still, holding onto the turret. "Well, at least I didn't have to waist any ammo firing this thing." He sighed, and slumped back a little, leaning on the massive gun.

The radio crackled as a COM channel was established. "I am close to your position; come to these coordinates for pick-up."

I heard Jakob talk to Ethan and the Warthog moved away from the main clearing and into the bushes.

Looking up, I saw Trey turn to look at Ethan, studying him obviously. I imagine he wasn't too happy about having the extra hand around.

"So who's this guy?" Trey jerked his chin in Ethan's direction, but only talking to me. I didn't even realize he opened a private channel.

I replied back: "He's the guy who agreed to left us go if we took him with us." I explained, already feeling tired and sore as I calmed down from the excitement.

"Who's idea was that?"

"Mine." I paused. "We weren't sure if Keating did send you or Sarah so we went to our next best choice."

Trey peeked down at me before looking away. "I was on my way to help."

"We didn't know that."

He sighed again, and didn't reply, focusing on the passing terrain as we drove into a clearing.

The Pelican appeared just over a small group of trees, and hovered above us as we stopped on the side so there'd be enough room to land.

Sarah brought her down slowly, and let us board first before we picked-up the Warthog and secured it to the Pelican.

Ethan milled about nervously; eyes darting side to side, observing everything and everyone.

I walked up to the cockpit and leaned against my mother's chair. She acknowledged my presence with a slight turn of her head, before turning her attention back to the array of controls. "Did everything go well?"

"Not exactly." I replied, and took off my helmet. "We'll have to debrief everyone once we get back on the _Nightingale_."

"Agreed." Sarah whispered her reply, and knowing she was determined to have a peaceful flight back, I left the cockpit to go back to where everyone else was.

Trey sat beside Jakob, who sat opposite of Ethan. I went, and sat down beside Ethan, hoping to make him a little more at ease. He looked up at me as I sat down, but he didn't say anything.

"Thank-you." I spoke up first, and he smiled at me.

"You're welcome ..." he trailed off, and went quiet again.

"I'm Kiera, that's Jakob, and Trey." I pointed at everyone, trying to break the silence. "Sarah-my mother-is flying us, but you can meet her after.

"Right."

The atmosphere fell quiet once more, and I stopped trying to make conversation. I leaned back, and rested my head against the wall of the Pelican, now feeling every bruise I had acquired during our supposedly easy search and recover mission.


	18. Krey Krey

_Chapter Eighteen: Krey Krey_

***Trey's POV***

The DMR felt good in my hands. While I knew next to nothing about guns, I did know that I liked them just as much as the next guy. I messed around with it for a minute, bringing it to my shoulder and acting as if I were a real soldier, rather than some guy with a gun like I was during the rescue. I shoved the weapon back into its rack, thinking on my role in the escape.

I hadn't helped as much as I had hoped to. In fact, I think I got in the way more often than I did help. But, I did give them a little extra firepower, so they really can't complain, now can they? They should be thanking me, but they're not.

Why not? I risked my own life to get them out of there, and all that's happened is that Jakob called me and idiot, Sarah said that it was a foolish risk, and that they had it under control, and Kiera hasn't even said anything to me about it other than her measly thank-you that seemed so much more important at the time. She's just been hanging out with that new guy. Ethan...or whatever his name is.

That bastard! I've tried and tried and tried, but Kiera still just thinks that I'm some half-wit idiot that can't do anything right. Hell, that Ethan guy is twice as stupid as I am. He didn't even know what the Covenant were, for the love of God! But no! Kiera's fawning over him! And what do I get? Nothing! I'm just that idiot that's just there, doing nothing important on this damned mission!

With a growl of rage, I punched the metal wall of the armory as hard as I could. Pain shot up my arm, and I collapsed to my knees, clutching my now wounded fingers. I don't think that they were as broken as I was, but they were probably pretty damn close.

"What in the hell was that?" Keating asked, as his green avatar materialized in the room. He stood there, glaring at me with his arms crossed over his chest. "Trey, what are you doing on the ground? And why did you punch the ship? That just seems kinda dumb."

I huffed as I rose back to my feet, keeping my throbbing right hand tucked into my left armpit. "Of course you would say that. Why wouldn't you? Even after all that I've done for everyone, I've hardly gotten any thanks or respect, or even a goddamn second thought! I'm still just that idiot that everyone thinks can do nothing!"

Keating raised his hands in defense. "Whoa, I get the feeling that something, or someone, is pissing you off. A lot." Suddenly he smiled, and lowered his hands. "I know what it is. It's Kiera, isn't it? She's been hanging around that new guy, and you're just jealous, aren't you?"

Using my good hand, I grabbed a nearby ODST helmet from the rack and threw it at him. "I am not fucking jealous!" The helmet sailed harmlessly through the avatar, and clattered to the ground on the other side of the room. "I'm...I'm just mad!"

"Yeah...I kinda noticed that." Keating cast a glance at the helmet on the ground, and the slight crack in the visor. "Nonetheless, I am here to help."

"Really? I doubt that."

He shrugged. "Okay, that's true. I'm here to stop you from destroying ONI property, and to stop you from breaking your fist on the wall."

"Gee. Thanks."

Keating nodded, ignoring my sarcastic tone. "Your are welcome. Anyway, the first thing that you need to do is calm down. If you want to win over Miss Kiera, then you'll have to stop raging around like a T-Rex on steroids. That's a turn-off to most ladies."

...I can't believe this. Keating thinks that he can give me advice on girls? He's a freaking AI! How can he know anything like this? Does he just look it up on the internet? That doesn't work! I've already tried!

"Um...Keating? Can I ask what in the hell qualifies you for this position?" I asked, pulling my hurt hand out from my armpit. It had stopped throbbing, but it still hurt like a bitch. "What makes you think that you can tell me how to pick up a girl? You're not even human!"

He shrugged. "Trey, I'm only offering my help because you've made it obvious that you have no idea what you're doing." Keating then raised his finger to make another point. "And while it's true that I'm not human, that doesn't hinder me. I'm a computer, Trey. That makes me smarter than everyone in here, which makes me the authority of most things on this mission. Naturally, I wouldn't count romancing teenage girls as a field of my expertise, but through the powers of modern technology-"

"You mean the internet, right?"

Keating paused, and sighed. "Yeah, that's what I meant." He lowered his finger, and lowered his head. "Not my most favorite source of information, but there's hardly anything else today." The AI then perked up. "Anyway, with the internet, I can learn a multitude of things at once, and thus I figure that I can find something to help you."

I rolled my eyes. "Yeah right. I've already checked most of the sites on there. Nothing really helpful. To sum them up, there were a few basic rules. Look nice, be clean, stay fit, and be confident were the main ones."

The glowing green guy shrugged, and looked me over a few times. He rubbed his virtual chin, and shook his head. "Well...I'm no expert in the area, but you're quite hideous."

"...gee, thanks. Asshole. Can I asked how you reached that decision?"

"I simply crossed referenced your face with all of the hot TV stars, and you can't even compare to them. You face pales in comparison to all of them."

"...I don't even know what to say to that."

Keating motioned to the door. "Don't say anything to that. Just take the thought into consideration. Anyway, we're needed on the bridge. Apparently, ONI wants a debriefing of our latest endeavors." The metal door slid up into the roof.

I walked out into the hall and toward the bridge, with Keating following behind me. "Just so you know," he said, vanishing and reappearing in front of me, "I fully support your quest to win the heart of Miss Kiera."

"Really?"

"Of course. You're my favorite couple to ship. I call it Trieara. Or Krey. Whatever I feel like at the time." He opened his fist and a white rectangle appeared above it. Countless words were on the page, but they were in a language that I didn't know. "Here's my first story. I did it in Swedish in case anyone discovered it."

"Hey, Keating?" I said, tiling my head at the AI. "Can I ask a personal question?"

"Shoot."

"What the fuck are you babbling about? You favorite ship is the _Nightingale_."

"Different meanings, Trey," Keating replied irately. "And can I ask you a personal question since you asked me a personal question?"

"You didn't even answer mine, but fine. Whatever."

Keating looked down at his feet, almost as if he were hesitant to say it. And hesitant is not a word I would normally use to describe Keating. He's always open with his thoughts. "That girl that you used to know, Krystal. You loved her, didn't you?"

I stopped in my tracks, and glared at the AI. I knew that he hacked into my journal, and I knew that everything about my life was in there, but it still surprised me that he asked. That was information that I didn't like getting brought up.

"I...I...yes, I guess I did," I said quietly, pushing the memories out of my head. "Why do you ask?"

"And you remember what your other friend...Josh, according to your journal, did?"

"How could I forget what the fucking asshole did? In less than a single fucking paragraph, he ruined my fucking life I as I knew it! How could fucking forget that?"

"...that was a lot of fucks." Keating said. "All I'm trying to tell you is to not let that happen again. From what I can tell, it's already starting to repeat."

* * *

><p>"You're late," Sarah snapped as I walked onto the bridge. "We've been trying to decide whether or not we want to mention our new...guest to the big guys at ONI, or wait until our next trip back to Earth. They'd probably just drill us with a lot of questions either way, but I'm not the in the mood to answer any at the moment."<p>

"So, basically, there's not much of a conversation," Jakob clarified, leaning against the wall with an opened MRE in his hands. It was one of the good ones. Roast beef flavored. "Also, I think that Sarah doesn't want them to know about him in case she has to kill him."

"Why would she..."

Jakob pointed at a screen linked to one of the many cameras around the ship. It showed the hanger, and more importantly the two figures in there. Ethan was working on the Pelican, messing with some wires in the hull while Kiera sat on the hood of the Warthog, talking to him.

"Keating decided that it would be best to cut off the audio," Jakob went on. "After all, he figured that we shouldn't invade all their privacy, much to Sarah's protests."

Sarah shot him a long glance, and folded her arms. "Anyway, let's just move on to the topic at hand. Keating, get ONI on the line."

"Already done," the AI replied, and then snapped his fingers. The holographic table activated to show our two favorite ONI agents. Both of them looked rather unsettled at something. "Salve, Brian and Alex."

"_Cut it out with the Latin," _Brian told Keating. They seemed all business today. _"Miss Free, Mr. Barnes, Trey...where's Miss Kiera?"_

"Oh come on, how come everyone has a title but me?" Jakob cuffed me on the back of the neck, and I muttered curses to his name. "You know what, never mind." The agents eyed me with some suspicion, and then back to the more important members.

The one called Alex cleared his throat. _"We heard that you had some...complications...during the last mission. I must offer some congratulations, for managing to complete all objectives even in spite of the complication."_

Jakob and I shot each other a look. How did they know about what happened? We've been out of contact for a while now. There would be no possible way for them to know...well, unless Keating told them earlier. He's been known to do that from time to time.

"Thank you, sir," Sarah replied, resting her arms at her side. "It wasn't all that hard. Given, there were a few hitches, especially with the locals..."

"...or just one in particular," Jakob muttered, glancing at the security screen.

"_Locals?" _Brian asked. _"There were...people...alive? Insurrectionists?"_

"We're not sure," said Jakob, taking a bite of his MRE. "But we'd like to think so. They seemed rather disgruntled toward the UNSC. They wanted to kill us just because we had the eagle on our armor. They were led by some crazy old lady."

That caught the agents attention. _"Crazy old lady?" _Alex asked, his eyes widening. _"Hates UNSC...I didn't think it was possible that she was still alive." _He made a few hand motions, and a picture appeared in their place. _"Is this the same crazy old lady?"_

Jakob nodded. "That's her," he answered, MRE crumbs falling from his mouth. "She looks a bit older and a bit more bitchy, but that's her. I think she called herself Elain. You know her, or something?"

"_Of course we know her. That's Elain Whitt. She was one of the leading figures in the Insurrection, but we thought she had been assassinated decades ago," _Alex explained, stroking his chin. _"But now that we know that she's alive and where she is...we can make sure this time."_

Keating shook his head. "There is no need. Just as we jumped planet, a Covenant Cruiser entered the system. They probably took care of them." He said it in such a grim tone that I almost felt bad for the AI, even though he had no emotional connections to them. He shouldn't have emotions at all.

The agents looked at each other, and shared a few quiet words. _"We'll still send a response team to investigate. We have to make sure. __Whitt is responsible for nearly ten-thousand UNSC deaths. She herself carried out two-hundred of those with her own hand. Nearly every single one of them were...not pretty, to say the least. Whitt used every possible form of execution possible. Hanging, firing squads, dismemberment, even crucifixion."_

"Damn," I commented, drawing the word out. "Someone's got a bad case of blood lust."

"_Blood lust is an understatement, Trey," _Brian said. _"Or would you prefer Mr. Trey?"_

"Meh, either way."

"_Well, nonetheless, it was vital information. One of the most influential leaders of the Insurrection turns out to be still alive, but is now probably dead. I never thought I would say this to a ragtag team of idiots, but good work. We'll update the mission details soon enough. Until then, sit tight and get some rest."_

The hologram faded, and we were left with the four of us on the bridge. Keating flickered and vanished. Sarah walked out of the bridge. Jakob went to get more food. I sat there, and pulled out my datapad. "Might as well take this opportunity to update my journal," I told myself, and started writing.
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_Chapter 19: And Starting Conversations_

* * *

><p>I watched Ethan closely as he straightened his posture, sweat sitting lightly upon his face. "I rewired everything back to normal, I just wanted to figure out how everything was put together."<p>

"Of course," I murmured quietly. I could see his back muscles, apparently well refined from the hard work he might have endured on the planet. "Mmm." I continued to watch him; he picked up a towel and dried his face.

He looked up at me, and saw me staring. I felt my face turn red, and I looked away. I heard him laugh a little: "What?"

I turned back to him, and he was kind of smiling at me. "Well what?" He asked, and focused on putting the panel of the pelican hull back into place.

I shrugged my soldiers, trying to play it cool. "Nothing." I smiled encouragingly back, hoping to dissuade him to ask further.

Ethan also shrugged his shoulder, and refitted the piece back on as I leaned back against the hood of the Warthog, closing my eyes. "Tell me more about Dessari."

"What about Dessari?" Came his muffled voice. He didn't sound too bothered about all my questions, so I kept asking.

"What was your earliest memory?"

A pause came, before a tool made a _whrring _sound before stopping. "Not much, to be honest. All I can remember is camp a bit before Elain showed up."

"What was it like?"

_Whrrring _came again, and stopped. "It was peaceful. Elain's insane hatred towards .. whoever you guys, are kind of militarized us."

I didn't comment, and just continued to lay there with my eyes closed, head on the windshield. I was comfortable here, and I made a mental note of how I positioned myself "So." I finally said when I heard him rustling through the toolbox. "Which do you prefer?"

"Which do I prefer what?"

I cleared my throat. "Do you prefer Elain's time or before her?"

"Definitely before her; can I sit?"

Sitting up, I opened my eyes. He wiped his hands and face again on the towel, and raised his arms to through it to where the toolbox was. I got a glimpse of what was under his shirt before he lowered his arms, looking to me again. "Can I sit?" He half-smiled, and motioned to the empty space beside me.

Not really wanting him to invade this space, I shook my head, and jumped down. "C'mon, if you're done tinkering with the Pelican, we can go to the cafeteria, or see what everyone else is up to."

Ethan glanced to the Warthog, and sighed. "Sure, okay."

I laughed at the tone in his voice, hoping to put him at ease. "We're not all that bad, are we?"

He smiled kindly at me. "That's not what I, technically, meaning, but no, you're not that bad."

Blush crept to my cheeks again.

I led the way to the door when Keating appeared in his hologram. "Salve."

"Latin?" I asked with a smile.

Keating narrowed his eye at me. "Hm. Apparently that's not the greeting of the day."

"Apparently?" Ethan asked this time.

With a wave of his hands, Keating brushed the topic aside. "No matter. I just came to inform you two that the debriefing with ONI just concluded."

I stopped dead in my tracks; why as I not informed? "Why did no one tell me?" I repeated my question, confused. "I was just a part as the mission as anyone else-"

"I know, I know, Kiera." Keating reassured me. "We did not inform you because that would leave Ethan alone."

Ethan stopped beside me. "Would leaving me alone be such a bad thing?"

"You are an unexpected guest, and technically, ONI is not aware of you. Until we're sure that a safe route can be confirmed for you, we shall keep you a secret. Besides, tinkering with equipment seems to be the only thing you can do."

"That was harsh." He retorted, obviously offended.

"That was harsh," I agreed, hoping to settle this. "Regardless, I still expected to be told what happened."

Keating, as I suspected, did not take my siding with Ethan to heart. "Our...employers had informed us that they have yet to send us our next mission, and yet they congratulate us on our success despite complications with Elain Whitt."

I noticed Keating use of the old woman's full name, but decided to tuck that information away. "Fair enough," I curtly said, and walked past Keating. "We will be in the cafeteria."

"Very well."

Ethan approached me hesitantly as the door slid open. "You guys seem to get along fine."

"We're co-workers, if not teammates. We have to."

The door slid open, and I walked through without looking back; Ethan would have had to be following me, for he doesn't know the ship as well as I did, and he seemed to shy and cautious to get lost.

As we walked, I dwelled on his leaving his camp. "So why did you come with us?"

"What do you mean?"

"Why did you accompany Jakob and I?" We rounded a corner and headed to the elevator. "You don't seem like the type to take those types of steps-no offense."

The elevator opened immediately, and we stepped in. "None taken," Ethan said quietly, stepping back so I could hit the floor number. "Well, firstly, it was in the moment."

"Of course." I hit the button, and the doors began to close.

"I was scared shitless after. I don't know if Keating told any of you, but I was freaking out when I got to the Warthog. I thought I was dead."

"But you're not."

Ethan looked to where I stood with a smile. "Nope, not dead at all. Besides, that place was boring. I hated it."

The elevator slowed down, as we approached a floor that was two below the cafeteria. I frowned, wondering why it stopped when the elevator finally stopped and the doors opened to reveal two figures standing outside, waiting.

"Kiera, Ethan." My mother addressed us calmly, although I could tell she was a bit annoyed about Ethan being here with me.

Trey followed in behind her, and I noticed his fist appeared to be a bit swollen and bruised. I leaned forward a bit, trying to get a better look, but he saw my inquisitive stares, and he tucked it behind him and stood by himself in the corner.

"Hey Trey." Ethan twisted around nodded to him as a greeting. Trey looked up, blandly uninterested, and looked back down.

I began to wonder about his behavior so I tried: "Hello?" When he looked back up again, I laughed. "Yes, you. What's wrong with your hand?"

I got more of a response out of him; he shuffled his feet, and tentatively held his obviously injured hand closer to him, as if he had to protect it further. "Nothing," he muttered quietly.

Shrugging, I thought the conversation ended when Sarah took a step towards him. "Your hand is injured?" Her maternal side was coming out, as it usually does when someone was hurt, and it was a safe environment.

I watched Trey now carefully. His head shot back up, and he scowled. "No, it's fine."

"Obviously it isn't! Look at that swelling." Sarah came closer, and reached out for his hand which he let hang in front of him. "It's so swollen! You must have hurt it today! What on Earth did you do?"

"Nothing!" Using his good hand, he batted her outstretched ones away, and moved away from her. "I accidentally dropped a piece of armour on it when I was ... cleaning up."

"Ouch." Ethan spoke up, and sympathetically shook his head. "I would not want to do that."

I pushed Ethan away. "I'll talk to you later, okay?" The elevator doors slid open, and revealed a hungry Jakob eating on the far side of the cafeteria. "Go talk to Jakob, he's a real swell guy."

Ethan frowned, unsure. "Go, go." I smiled again. "I'll help Trey here. You can go as well, Sarah."

Sarah looked to me, than Trey before shrugging. "Fine. Go to the infirmary and have his hand scanned; it looks like it could be a fracture." She pulled Ethan by the arm out of the elevator who stilled looked unhappy to leave. "Come along, you," Sarah said to him as she continued to move forward. "Let's give Jakob some company and talk about you."

The doors closed as I got one last glimpse at Ethan, who was hurrying to keep up with Sarah's fast pace. I pressed the button that would take us to the infirmary, and the elevator began to move.

I turned back to him, and picked up his hand slowly, surprised he hadn't tried to push me away like he did to Sarah. "Hmm." I inspected the hand, turning it over gently to get a better look. "Sarah might not be far off."

He sighed, and leaned back against the elevator wall. "I was stupid. I should have been more careful."

"Accidents do happen, Trey." I let go off his hand, and stood beside him. "You said you dropped a piece of your ODST armour on it?"

Trey went to speak, but hesitated. "Not exactly." He took a peek at me, making sure I wasn't staring, and relaxed a bit more.

"So what happened then?" I asked, as I watched the elevator tick off the floors as it brought us back down.

"Nothing, just leave it."

"Fine by me. You're the one who hurt your hand, remember? Not me, so try and give me something to work with, and I'll try and help you back."

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. I took him by the arm, and guided him forward. I knew he wouldn't be too willing to come, and I could definitely tell as he lagged behind, somewhat making me pull him along.

"Look, do we have to do this? I still have to finish cleaning my armour," he whined, trying to convince me otherwise.

I laughed, and continued to almost drag him along with me. "Look, I don't know what happened at the meeting, but if the next mission is still some time off that you think you can wait and deal with this later, think again." Upon arriving, the door slid open without having to ask for access, so Keating was probably watching. "You have to be ready just in case."

He muttered something from behind me, but I paid no attention to it. I walked to the first hospital bed, pressed clean and untouched for probably weeks by person.

"Sit." I instructed him, and walked away to find something of use.

But as I searched for something to scan his hand with, I realized that I was not taught as a medical officer on board a ship, but as a soldier to do quick, small things in the field.

"Keating?" I whispered, glancing over my shoulder at Trey. Thankfully, he was laying down in the bed, appearing to be oblivious to what I was doing. "What should I, uh, use?"

"Medical PDA." He replied in kind. "Over there, by the row of medical cabinets."

I issued a silently thanks, and glided over to where the machine lay in waiting. Picking up the small, hand-held device, I glided back over to where Trey lay, and tapped him on the shoulder.

"Give me your hand," I quietly spoke to him, and held my own out to receive his.

Trey opened his eyes, and turned his neck to face me better. "Why are you whispering?" He inquired, and held out his hand.

I let it rest on mine for a moment, feeling the warmth from his hand touch mine and the question he asked. "I don't know," I whispered, and looked down at his hand and back up to his gaze.

He just stared at me quietly, thinking. "We don't have to whisper."

I rolled my eyes, trying to play it off. "I know, Trey." I sighed, and pulled a cart over to me; it was too low for the height of the bed, so I reached over him and lowered the bed down so the cart was level. Towering over him, I set his bad hand down on the flat surface, and held up the scanner, unsure of how to work it.

It came to life by itself-probably Keating's doing, and functions showed up on the screen. Buttons were highlighted for me, and I touched them as it went. I strove to memorize each one, just in case of future accidents.

Finally, it beeped, announcing to press 'start' and begin the scan. I held it up over Trey's hand, and pressed the only button on the screen. I watched as the screen lit up, diagnostics scrolling past.

I felt Trey observe me as I worked the scanner. Finally, it beeped again, and presented it's findings.

"So, you don't have a fracture." I cleared my throat, and read through the results. "It says you have a .. sprain?"

He groaned, and lifted his hand off the cart. "How long with it be like this?"

"Well .." I scrolled to the recommended treatment. "You're supposed to bandage it, ice it, and just relax for a while."

Trey groaned again, and rested his hands on his chest. "A while? How am I gonna do the next mission?"

I chewed the inside of my cheek, nervously. "I'm not sure. I don't think Jakob will be too happy either .."

"Screw Jakob." He went to move his bad hand, grimaced at the pain, and moved his good hand up to his face. He placed it over his eyes, covering them. "Ughh, why am I so stupid?"

Rolling my eyes for the second time, I sighed. "No, Trey. You're not stupid." I reached underneath my bed to find a small drawer of medical supplies. Grabbing a roll of bandages, I closed the drawer quietly, and reached for his bad hand.

As I leaned forward, he leaned up to sit, and he opened his eyes wide to see me moving closer.

"Whoa there," Trey said, and he leaned back, pulling his hands back out of my grasp just as I touched his hand.

I pulled back, unsure if I hurt him. When he didn't provide an authentic "ouch", I laughed. "Calm down, just going to wrap your hand."

He squinted at the bandages as if it was a foreign object to him, and provided his injured hand to me once more.

I gently took it, and bend down closer to it to wrap it, making it easier for me. As I set down the bandages on the bed beside me, a piece of hair fell in the way, and I tucked it behind my ears.

"Alright, this should be a minute or two." I murmured, and grabbed the bandages beside me. I leaned forward again, and gently unrolled the first bit on the bandage. Taking his hand, I pressed the end piece firmly against his palm, and began unwrapping it around his wrist.

Another piece of hair fell in the way, but Trey spoke softly: "Don't worry, I got it." He tucked it back behind my ear for me, his fingers gentle and soft.

Looking up in surprise, I caught his gaze as his hand lingered near my face for an uncertain amount of time. My face began to turn red, and I ducked my chin down, focusing on the task as he withdrew his hand.

Finishing up, I pinned the bandages in place, even tucking it in to make it more secure. Stretching my back, I leaned back as Trey took his injured hand back and he seemed to admire my handy work.

"Good job," he said, and looked over it. I smiled in return, and pushed the cart away.

"Yes, Kiera. You two look good together." Keating spoke over the system, making his presence known to Trey.

Trey's head shot up, his cheeks turning red, and I looked down, unable to say anything.

"I mean, your .. bandage looks good." Keating tried to correct himself, mumbling something I couldn't quite hear: "Krey forever."

"Pardon me?" I half-laughed, half-asked, hoping the AI would not make such a remark again.

"Nothing, Kiera." Came his reply quickly. "I however, came to inform you that ONI has each sent you the next mission via a file. You can access it in your room or on the bridge."

Trey swung his legs over the bed, and stood up. "What planet is it and how much time do we have until we get to the next planet?"

Keating's hologram appeared beside Trey, startling him and myself. "On the contrary, what ship. ONI picked up a signal bouncing through space that they finally tracked down to: it's a shipwreck in space."

This caused me to freeze. "But we haven't had the proper training for this, Keating." I spoke up, letting a little concern slip through. "It could go wrong in so many ways."

"It could, Miss Free. But Trey knows how to handle this."

I looked to Trey, and he was standing with his back to me, facing the exit. He turned, and nodded his head. "Yeah, I guess I've done this before. It's fairly simple."

"But you'll be going alone then." I said as I also stood up, facing him completely.

He shrugged. "I can handle it."

"Even with your sprained wrist?"

Keating interfered: "It will take us about four days to get to the shipwreck, and Trey should not fully recover, but he can practice using one hand, or partially, if I may be so bold to say, one and a half hands, since his injured one may still prove of use."

I went to speak, but couldn't think of a rebuttal. So I sighed, and headed to the exit. "I guess," I muttered, not completely sure if I trust Trey to do this on his own.

Hearing Trey follow behind me at a brisk trot, I slowed down to let him catch up. "Hey," he said. "I got this."

"Sure you do," I tried to tease, but it failed. Seeing this, he caught me by the arm, stopping me.

"I got this." He repeated, emphasizing each word.

"Okay, okay. Trey, you got this." I removed his hand from my arm, and started walking away.

From behind me, I heard him call it: "And to boldly go where no man has gone before!"

"Star Trek," Keating called out in reply.

"Damn it!"


End file.
